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Abstract of thesis entitled: Reading Beckett and Yeats from a Crosscultural Perspective: A 
Reader-Oriented Approach submitted by Li Mei Yee for the degree of Master of 
Philosophy in English (Literary Studies) at The Chinese University of Hong Kong in 
August 2005. 
Based on reader-response ideas and concepts, this thesis situates Samuel Beckett's 
Waiting for Godot and W. B. Yeats's At the Hawk's Well in a Westernized Chinese 
community of the 21®^  century in order to ask the question of whether a change in the 
context will create a reading that perhaps has not yet been suggested. Waiting for Godot, 
which is associated with the Theatre of the Absurd in the West, is read as a play that is not 
necessarily absurdist in this project; At the Hawk's Well which is described as indirect 
and symbolic by Yeats, is regarded as a play that is not as indirect or symbolic as the 
author would believe. This thesis revolves around the reader-response contention that no 
universal truth is embodied in a literary text; the meaning of a text can be created only 
with the participation of the reader. Reader-response theorists emphasize the role of the 
reader in the reading process for they believe that the inevitable indeterminate in the text 
will disrupt the consistency-building process, so it has to be filled in by the readers in 
their own ways. As readers are influenced by their particular cultural heritage, 
educational background, disposition and so forth, different readers will have different 
interpretations of the same literary text, which is polysemic in nature. Using Waiting for 
Godot and At the Hawk's Well as examples, this thesis argues that, over time and in 
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different contexts, interpretations change and that there are always other possibilities than 
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Reading Beckett and Yeats from a Crosscultural Perspective: 
A Reader-Oriented Approach 
Introduction: Questions about Reading 
Written before the birth of Christ, Oedipus the King and The Oresteian Trilogy have 
been read by numerous readers from different cultures throughout history but are still 
enjoyed and studied by people today. Like them, there are many other fictional works that 
can outlive their readers. With the large number of new books published worldwide every 
year，there are still some masterpieces that can stand the keen competition and the course 
of time. These works are regarded as literature. They never go out of print. The question 
that follows is: why can literature transcend time? Matthew Arnold's (1822—1888) 
response to this question is that literature embodies universal truth that is insightful to all 
humans. He believes that inside these texts, there is universal wisdom that can help 
people of all eras to interpret life and hence can prevent the texts from going out-of-date. 
At first glance, Arnold's contention is a satisfactory answer to the question we have 
posed but a second thought exposes its intrinsic problems. Firstly, it reveals that his idea 
is actually an explanation of why some texts are not timeless, the opposite of what he has 
intended. According to Arnold, the purpose of literature is to teach its audience about life. 
It implies that in the utilitarian Amoldian model, a text is worth preserving only if a truth 
Li 2 
is embedded in it and the truth embedded is extractable in nature because impossibility to 
draw the truth out means that the text cannot help one to learn about life, which is a fatal 
problem and will surely bring the text to the trash can. If there is a truth and it is an 
extractable one, in view of people's zeal for guidance, the truth in the text written a long 
time ago should have been dug out already. Then, with the meaning on hand, the text is 
no longer significant because readers can simply go ahead with the application of the 
meaning in life; there should be no need to reread the text again and again. The text can 
be and should have been discarded. In this sense, Arnold's idea can very well explain 
why some texts are not read anymore but not why some texts can transcend time. 
Arnold's saying is problematic in other senses. His assumption that there is a best 
interpretation that is as timeless as the text has also been questioned since reality gives us 
a totally different picture. The fact is that interpretation of literature changes over time 
even though the words on the page do not. The classics never get exhausted. They have 
generated a variety of meanings and will probably continue to reveal more. Instead of 
discovering one universal truth from the text, readers cannot reach an agreement on what 
the text is telling us. Readers in different historical and cultural contexts would find 
distinct meanings from one single text; there are always some readers who are not 
satisfied with the meanings suggested by those who come before them, so despite the vast 
number of interpretations provided and documented, they continue to add new ones to the 
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collection. What is more is that although readers with similar background tend to read a 
text in the same way, it is not always the case. Similarity in background does not 
guarantee an identical reading. More often than not, students in the same class will 
respond to a text in various manners. Sometimes even the same reader will give a 
different response on a second or third reading. In the early century, I. A. Richards 
(1893—1979) conducted an experiment at Cambridge University. He issued printed 
sheets of poems to students who were requested to comment freely on them. Instead of 
sharing similar opinions on the same materials, students involved in this experiment gave 
diverse responses. Richards owned the result to the students' "mistakes" and "bad 
training" for he, being one of the founders of practical criticism, judged the students' 
ideas by the model answer in his mind. (309). His belief is in a large degree in accord 
with Arnold's. Whether Richards's explanation of the phenomenon is reliable or not, his 
experiment illustrates that the same text is not necessarily received in the same way; in 
fact, more often than not, the same text can generate a wide range of interpretations. If 
there is a ready-made meaning in the text, why are new interpretations proposed? Why 
cannot the readers find out the universal truth and then stop searching? Obviously, 
Arnold's and Richards's views cannot explain the seasonal publication of journals like 
Shakespeare Quarterly, which contains essays about the latest perspectives on classic 
literature. Another problem with Arnold's idea is that it does not tolerate contradictory 
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interpretations. Should there be a correct meaning, there must be an incorrect one 
whenever contradictory interpretations arise. Then, which interpretations are wrong? 
Where is the source of authoritative interpretation? The author? The critic? Or the reader? 
Arnold's answer cannot solve the question of why literature can transcend time. 
Apart from this question, there are many other unsolved questions about reading. For 
example, do the changes in interpretation lie solely with the reader? If the answer is 
affirmative, the different conclusions drawn by the same reader after each reading imply 
that the reader is changing gradually. Then, does the act of reading itself contribute to the 
reader's changes? What happens when a reader reads and rereads? What happens after 
the act of reading? Does what happens after each reading affect the next reading? If 
discovery is made possible every time a text is reread, can we possibly arrive at a final 
reading and say this or that is our interpretation? 
The questions listed above were some of the questions frequently asked by a group 
of literary theorists, who, to find the answers to the questions, reoriented themselves from 
the author and the text to the reader and the interaction between the text and the reader. 
These theorists acknowledged "the action involved in responding to the text" and hence 
they came to be called reader-response critics (Iser, "Reading Process" 274). Their 
approaches to literature gave birth to a new literary theory in the 1960s, namely 
reader-response criticism, which, similar to other literary theories, is not a unified school 
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of thought but an "umbrella term" (Holub xii) that "refers to a range of studies from a 
variety of theoretical perspectives" (Gaither 13). Reader-response critics differ on a lot of 
issues but they concur that meaning does not inhere completely and exclusively in the 
literary text. They do not subscribe to the traditional belief that a meaning is buried in the 
text and maintain that meaning is created only in reading. Though the exact role played 
by the reader provokes debate among them, they all agree that the reader takes some part 
in the creation of meaning. Hans Robert Jauss (1972—1997)，Stanley Fish (1938—) and 
Wolfgang Iser (1926—) are some of the prominent reader-response theorists. 
Many influential reader-response theorists, like the three mentioned above, are also 
leading literary critics in general. Their publications mark the literary theory timeline 
since their steering of the focus towards the readers and the reading process changes the 
interpretive history. The inclusion of the readers in literary analysis broadens the 
dimension of interpretation, introducing alternative perspectives to literature. Under 
reader-response criticism, nobody possesses the authority of interpretation, not even the 
authors or the professors of literature; the unique reading of each individual, regardless of 
his identities, is respected as long as examples in support of his arguments are provided in 
due course. The readers are liberated from the labor of digging out the correct meaning of 
the text. These give rise to and legitimize interdisciplinary and transcultural studies of 
literature. Literary studies then become more comprehensive than before. In view of the 
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possibility of multiple readings put forwarded by reader-response critics, I would like to 
situate Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot (1953) and W. B. Yeats's At the Hawk's Well 
(1917) in a non-English speaking world to see if a change in the context would illuminate 
the texts and show us some possible readings that may not yet have been suggested. This 
thesis attempts to give an account of how a student of the 21'^ century living in Hong 
Kong, where Chinese and Western cultures blend together, might understand these two 
plays. But before moving on to the analysis, it is worthwhile to have an overview of the 
reader-response ideas that this study is based on. 
Reader-Response Criticism 
1. Reading as Directed Creation 
One of the prominent impacts, or the most prominent one I should say, of the 
reader-response critics on the practice of literary criticism, as is mentioned earlier, is their 
emphasis on the reader's role in the creation of a literary object. Jean-Paul Sartre 
(1905一1980) is one of the first to discuss the significance of the reader. According to 
Satre's book, What is Literature? (1947), the author is not the sole creator of the literary 
object; the reader also takes part in the production process. Sartre is convinced that "man 
is the means by which things are manifested", holding that man organizes the world by 
imposing orders on and setting up relationships between things and that it is man who 
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allows the existence of objects (1336). By the same token, he argues that the literary 
object and its meaning exist only with the presence of a subject, i.e. the reader. 
Sartre sees no meaning in the text itself but he is not saying that the text is 
inessential. His view is that both the reader and the text are crucial to the reading process, 
only the roles they play are different. To make the production of the literary object 
possible, the reader is needed to go beyond the words on the page to what is unsaid 
and/or the unsayable. The job of the text is to give the reader guidance and lead him 
through the reading process. Therefore, reading is a process of "directed creation" in 
which the text regulates creation while the reader, instead of being a passive recipient, 
who takes whatever is given to him, as believed by the New Critics and the Formalists, 
acts as an active creator who, similar to the author, brings in various elements to the text 
so as to allow the literary object to exist (Sartre 1338-39). The imagination of the reader 
is crucial to the whole reading process because it is constitutive. It awakens the literary 
object, which is the co-product of the text and the readers. If readers are directed by the 
text to create the literary object, we can infer that the text and the literary object are not 
identical. The differences between them are clarified by Iser. 
II. The Literary Work Emerges from the Convergence of the Text and the Reader 
Some of Iser's ideas echo Sartre's. For example, both theorists take a middle 
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position on the issue of whether the text or the reader is more important in the interpretive 
process, a controversial topic that has set the reader-response critics apart. Iser agrees 
with Sartre that reading involves the text's direction of the reader and he explains how it 
works in his books. To do so, he firstly makes a distinction between the text and the 
literary work (called literary object by Sartre). 
The text in the Iserian model is what is written by the author, such as a poem or a 
novel. It is different from the literary work for its production does not involve the 
reader's participation. The literary work, unlike the text, has two poles: the "artistic pole" 
and the "aesthetic pole"; the former refers to the "author's text" while the latter is "the 
realization accomplished by the reader" (Iser, Act of Reading 21). The convergence of 
these two poles brings the literary work and its meaning into existence. Therefore, we can 
say that the text is just an ingredient of the literary work. This definition of literary work 
highlights the indispensable contributions of both the text and the reader in the reading 
process. To understand how they exactly interact, we have to know the nature of the text. 
III. Indeterminacy Induces Reader's Involvement in Creation 
Omissions are inevitable in all texts. No matter how anxious the author is in the 
pursuit of realism, he will, unintentionally or not, leave out some things in composition 
because the text, after all, is fictional; it cannot contain everything in reality. In some 
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cases, things are left unsaid simply because they are unsayable. The cause of the omission 
is not our focus so I will not go into detail. Our concern is their impact on reading. Some 
of the omissions generated do not have much influence on reading because they are 
usually not noticed by the reader due to their relatively low possibility of causing puzzles. 
For instance, the appearance of D.B., Holden's older brother, is not described in The 
Catcher in the Rye but it does not create problems to, I presume, most readers for D.B. is 
a minor character whom hardly anyone would care to leam about. However, some 
omissions are likely to hinder the reading of the text. Unless an approach is developed to 
deal with them, the text will be too enigmatic to apprehend. 
Iser's theory revolves around what happens during reading so the omission is one of 
his main discussion topics. He calls the omission "indeterminacy" (Iser, Act of Reading  
49). This indeterminacy is believed to be juxtaposed with "the determinate" and "the 
given" in the text (Iser, "Talk like Whales" 83). The differences between these three 
elements are summarized by Iser as follows: 
I draw a distinction between the given, the determinate, and the indeterminate.... 
The words of a text are given, the interpretation of the words is determinate, and the 
gaps between given elements and/or interpretations are the indeterminacies. ("Talk 
like Whales" 83) 
The indeterminacy can be further categorized into mainly three groups: blanks, negation, 
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and negativity. The blank designates the discrepancies between the variety of 
perspectives within the text; negation is the invalidation of the norms that the reader is 
familiar with, which puts the reader in a state of uncertainty when the familiar have been 
negated but a new meaning has not yet been created; negativity is the "unsaid and 
unsayable" (Iser and Budick, "Critical Turn" xii). No matter which form the 
indeterminate takes, it is a kind of "incompleteness" that has the potential to disrupt the 
reader's consistency-building process and hinder his reading of the text (Weiss 14). To 
make sense of the text, the reader has to fill in the indeterminacies by establishing a 
connection between the fragments with his imagination. Since the indeterminate activates 
the reader's "imaginative and perceptive faculties", it is what conditions the interaction 
between the text and the reader (Iser, Act of Reading x). 
IV. The Polysemic Text 
The distinction between the determinate and the indeterminate sparked off a lively 
debate between Iser and Fish. The latter doubts the objectivity of this classification, 
asserting that the so-called objective observation of the differences between the 
determinate and the indeterminate is indeed the "consequence of particular interpretive 
strategies" (Fish, "Wolfgang Iser" 7). I think Fish's contention is not unjustifiable 
because there is always a fine line between the determinate and the indeterminate. What 
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is determinate to one reader may be indeterminate to another reader, and vice versa 
because only when the outcome contradicts what the reader has expected will he see an 
indeterminacy; if the outcome meets his expectations, he will not perceive one. As the 
expectations of the readers vary, there is no absolute number of determinacies or 
indeterminacies in a text. Fish's insistence that no one can objectively tell whether there 
is an indeterminate or not actually originates from the belief that language is not objective. 
A reader who associates "perfect" with "vulnerability" would not perceive an 
indeterminacy if the character described as perfect at the beginning of a text is cheated 
later on because of his own lack of judgement (Fish, "Wolfgang Iser" 7) . Only the 
readers who take perfect as absolutely no faults would see an indeterminacy in this case. 
The discrepant expectations are the results of the different perceptions of words. They 
will bring the readers to different indeterminacies. 
Fish's argument has traces of Nietzsche's ideas on language. To Nietzsche, language 
cannot reveal the essence of things. Words are merely concepts which come into being by 
"making equivalent that which is non-equivalent" (Nietzsche 877). A word is not used to 
refer to a unique object; instead, it is used to refer to countless similar objects. Nietzsche 
illustrates this idea with the example of a leaf: there is not a leaf that is exactly the same 
as another leaf; however, the same word, leaf, is used to refer to every leaf, regardless of 
the special features of each of them. He maintains that words are generalized concepts 
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that cannot show the whole picture of things. Therefore, the leaf one reader refers to is 
not the same as the leaf another reader is talking about, though both of them are called a 
leaf. This generalization implies that language is to a certain extent subjective (Nietzsche 
877). 
Based on Nietzsche's theory about the subjectivity of language, we can conclude 
that Fish is quite right in saying that there is no correct answer to whether an 
indeterminacy exists at a certain point of the text. Nevertheless, it does not mean that we 
should refute the Iserian concepts of the indeterminate and the determinate totally. Fish's 
challenge that there is not an objective distinction between these two elements actually 
accords with Iser's idea that the text is polysemic in nature: if the meaning of words is to 
a certain extent a subjective matter, a text should be able to generate diverse readings. 
Therefore, under reader-response criticism, readers have no need to worry about whether 
it is wrong for them to say that there is an indeterminacy when other readers do not see 
one. They can go on identifying the determinate, indeterminate, and the given in the text 
because there is no authoritative answer to the question of where they lie. The work of the 
reader-response critic is to ask why some readers see certain indeterminacies but the 
others do not, instead of judging the judgement of the reader. 
Apart from the impossibility of reaching an agreement on the number of 
determinacies and indeterminacies, the existence of indeterminacies itself also 
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underscores the polysemic nature of the text. To make sense of a text, the reader has to 
fill in the indeterminacies with his imagination. As the gaps are bridged in different ways 
by different readers, various interpretations are obtained. The indeterminacies activate the 
reader's imagination and offer the potential for diverse readings; therefore, their existence 
already implies the polysemic nature of the text. 
V. Regulatory Elements from the Text: Repertoire and Textual Strategies 
From what has been said so far, it can be seen that the reader-response critics' 
suggestion of the eradication of the belief in a ready-made truth in the text and the idea of 
the indeterminate have granted the reader quite a lot of freedom. Interpretation seems to 
be under the threat of arbitrariness and those who practise the reader-response approach 
are running the risk of ruining the work of art. In response to this problem, Sartre says 
that reading is directed creation and Iser treats the text as a structure that leads readers 
through the whole reading process. Neither of them forgets the text. However, Fish sees it 
in another way. His emphasis on the role of the reader gradually leads him to the 
renunciation of the text. To him, what the reader sees is wholly determined by his 
interpretive strategies. He claims that the reader possesses certain beliefs before picking 
up the book. These beliefs are then "projected" onto the texts, which are "merely blank 
screens" (Fish, "Is There a Text in This Class?" 305). Fish has little faith in reading at this 
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point of his career. He thinks that there is only writing, and the writer is the reader 
because the reader supplies everything through projection. He even puts forward the idea 
that if all readers read all materials with the same interpretive strategies, they will be 
"forever making the same text" (Fish, “Is There a Text in This Class?" 170). He seems to 
be saying that even if the readers throw away the books, they can still arrive at something 
interesting with a blank sheet of paper. Since he does not believe the words on the page 
can convey any messages, we can say that his doubt about the text is indeed doubt about 
language in communication. This position has exposed him to critical attack. 
Shall we take Fish's advice and throw away the text or believe in Sartre and Iser, 
who hold that the text leads the reader through the reading process? As Fish's 
renunciation of the text is the renunciation of language, at least written language, it would 
be appropriate to look at whether we should turn away from language before making a 
choice. Although Nietzsche thinks that language has its limitations, he is not persuading 
his readers to resort to absolute silence. He agrees that words do not tell the essence of 
things but he says that being a member of society, we need language for communication. 
Words of a certain language are metaphors formed according to the conventions of the 
society in which that language is spoken (Nietzsche 878). That means the words, though 
they cannot guarantee perfectly accurate communication, can help us to convey and 
receive some information. It is "the obligation to use the customary metaphors" 
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(Nietzsche 878). If we believe in Fish's saying that everything is the result of the reader's 
interpretive strategies, we are deliberately ignoring what the text communicates to us. As 
long as the words on the page are still used in the reader's society, we cannot discredit the 
text. The function of the text is similar to that of an individual word. A word, say 
cannot specify all the features of the leaves it refers to but it is undeniable that it gives 
certain information about them. That means the words in the text are by no means 
meaningless; they communicate certain messages and set the scope of possible 
interpretations. This idea is elaborated by Iser. 
Iser states that a text can generate a range of interpretations but he by no means 
accepts arbitrariness. In the Iserian model, the text gives guidance in the form of 
schematized views that have to be realized by the reader. In explaining the interplay 
between the text and the reader, he introduces two additional terms: repertoire and textual 
strategies. 
The repertoire is "a selection from a variety of social, historical, cultural and literary 
systems that exist...outside the text" (Iser, "Audience" 311). It “sets the work in a 
referential context" that the reader is familiar with so that a situation of communication 
between the fictional text and the reader can be established. It ensures a dynamic 
interaction between the text and the reader, which implies that the text plays a role in the 
reading process. These selected materials have to be organized by the reader. The 
Li 16 
organizing process is governed by the textual strategies which are the "traditional 
rhetorical techniques" (Gaither 30) employed in the text and "the structure underlying" 
them (Iser, Act of Reading 87). Both the repertoire and the strategies originate in existing 
elements but literature is innovative because firstly, the selected norms, i.e. the repertoire, 
once put inside the text, would have a different meaning: their original meaning will 
recede into the background to allow the emergence of new significance. For the 
contemporary reader, the norms can create a defamiliarizing effect. They detach him from 
the world he lives in and let him see the world anew. For the later reader, the norms in the 
text show to him the problems of a specific historical, social and cultural context. 
Whether it is the contemporary or the later reader, it is the "reassessment of norms" that 
"constitutes the innovative character of the repertoire" (Iser, Act of Reading 78). The 
textual strategies, like the repertoire, are regulatory elements. They provide the reader 
with different possibilities of organization. Therefore, the text is not a blank canvas. It is 
more like a sketch that is waiting for someone to color in. No matter what colors or 
figures are added to the sketch, the original shapes are still there. The readers do not 
enjoy absolute freedom in the way that Fish would believe. Their reading of the text is 
guided by the text, which keeps interpretations from arbitrariness. The text provides 
guidance but how the text is organized depends on what the reader adds to the text and 
these elements brought in are where new interpretations are generated; this brings us to 
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the question of why, even if the same text is given, the readers will take different paths 
and hence arrive at interpretations that are distinct from others'. 
VI. The Reader's Contribution 
The reader is not a tabula rasa. His disposition, education，language ability, cultural 
and historical backgrounds and so on all exert influence on his realization of the text. For 
instance, Chinua Achebe, an African writer bom in 1930，sees Joseph Conrad's 
(1857—1924) Heart of Darkness (1899) an "offensive and deplorable book" that 
"parades in the most vulgar fashion prejudices and insults from which a section of 
mankind [the African] has suffered untold agonies and atrocities in the past and continues 
to do so in many ways and many places today" (268). He wonders why such a book is 
celebrated by serious scholars in the English departments of American universities, 
including Albert J. Guerard, whose rapturously acclaim that Heart of Darkness is one of 
the six greatest short novels in the English language, is to Achebe unbelievable. This 
example demonstrates Jauss's idea that the text does not impose one single meaning on 
the reader; instead, the supposed meaning of a text changes over time: 
A literary work is not an object that stands by itself and that offers the same 
view to each reader in each period. It is not a monument that monologically 
reveals its timeless essence. It is much more like an orchestration that strikes 
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ever new resonances among its readers and that frees the text from the material 
of the words and brings it to a contemporary existence. (1552) 
A text can elicit different responses. According to the reader-response critics, how the text 
is interpreted largely depends on the reader's identities, which draw his attention to 
particular aspects of the text. While Iser stresses the significance of the individual 
reader's disposition, Jauss emphasizes the reader's "literary experiences" in the 
investigation of a text (Ham 594). 
VIL The Influence of Literary History on Reading 
Jauss claims that a reader's reading of a text is affected by his literary history. The 
reader's past encounters with literature urge him to deduce a certain approach to the text. 
When approaching a new text, he will look for the theme, style, and so on in his literary 
repertoire. In other words, due to previously read texts, the reader has certain 
expectations regarding the literary work being read. "The new literary work is received 
and judged against the background of other works of art" (Jauss 1564). These 
expectations on literature do not remain static. Changes in the readers' horizons take 
place when the expectations are "varied, corrected, altered, or even just reproduced" 
(Jauss 1555). As a result, the expectations of the readers in each historical period are not 
the same. Also, since the reader's expectations are adjusted in each reading, the 
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expectation a reader has each time he reads a text is not the same. This explains why new 
interpretations of literature are continuously proposed and why the same text is reread by 
the same reader. 
VIII. Regulatory Element from the Reader: Interpretive Community 
Jauss's proposal explains why readers from the same historical period tend to 
interpret a text in similar or the same way. Fish also deals with the stability and changes 
in interpretations but he provides an alternative answer. He owes the similarities and 
differences to the "interpretive community" the readers are in (Fish, "Is There a Text in 
This Class?" 171). He says that readers are in different interpretive communities. Those 
who belong to the same community share the same interpretive strategies and will 
interpret a text in the same ways while readers from different interpretive communities 
approach a text with different interpretive strategies and will interpret a text in distinct 
ways. In Is There a Text in This Class?, Fish explains that interpretive communities "are 
made up of those who share interpretive strategies not for reading (in the conventional 
sense) but for writing texts, for constituting their properties and assigning their 
intentions" (171). He claims that the notion of interpretive community can elucidate not 
only the sameness and differences between interpretations, but also why reading is not 
arbitrary. 
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As mentioned earlier, Fish believes that interpretation is not "the art of construing 
but the art of constructing" (Fish, "Is There a Text in This Class?" 327). He is against the 
foundationalist, who believes in objective truth in the text，claiming that what is true is 
what we believe to be true. Therefore, he attributes the interpretation to the reader's 
creation, holding that it is not the text that controls what the reader reads but that is the 
other way round. The idea that the reader provides everything has come under critical 
attack. Fish has been accused of making interpretation arbitrary. In defense of his 
contention, he argues that he is not proposing arbitrary reading by pointing out that in his 
model, the reader is not believed to write a text in terms of his idiosyncratic terms. He 
holds that in his theory, reading is believed to be a public affair; how a reader interprets a 
text is always influenced by other members of the interpretive community he belongs to. 
Since how a reader writes a text is controlled by the interpretive community he is in and 
the interpretive strategies the readers in the same community share "are not natural or 
universal, but learned" (Fish, “Is There a Text in This Class?" 172)，we can say that 
reading in Fish's model is “shared, not private" (Spikes 132). As reading is a socially 
constructed action, it is not arbitrary. 
Iser，Fish, and Jauss stress the significance of different elements that could affect a 
reader's reading of a text. To understand the reading process is not to vote for any one of 
their proposals but to take all of their ideas into consideration because the reader's 
Li 21 
reading of a text is not determined by one single factor but by a comprehensive force. 
The Choice of Beckett and Yeats for this Study 
So far I have outlined the main points of the reader-response ideas which set the 
framework of this study. I will now shift the focus to a brief explanation of why Beckett's 
and Yeats's plays are approached from these theories. 
Beckett's plays are minimalist. His experiment with silence fills his plays with 
pauses, ellipses and hesitations, but these are not the only causes of perplexities. Other 
elements like the absence of a resolution, the mysterious identity of the character, Godot, 
and the enigmatic setting also leave gaps for the reader. These gaps are likely to interrupt 
the consistency-building process and so have to be bridged by the readers. 
In fact, Beckett himself makes it clear that it is not his job, the author, to interpret 
the texts; he believes that the readers have to make their contribution: 
We have no elucidations to offer of mysteries that are all of their making, My 
work is a matter of fundamental sounds (no joke intended) made as fully as 
possible, and I accept responsibility for nothing else. If people want to have 
headaches among the overtones, let them. (qtd. in Bishop 175) 
To understand Beckett's plays, one has to hazard one's own conclusions. In other words, 
there is not an authoritative interpretation of the text; the reader can arrive at different yet 
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valid interpretations. 
There are as many gaps in Yeats's plays as in Beckett's. Yeats's rejects Victorian 
realism and urban, English, middle-class values. His fondness for symbols and esoteric 
studies prompts him to the development of a Westernized version of Japanese Noh plays, 
which reflect his 
...folklore interest in the popular, oral culture of the Irish peasantry; an 
antiquarian, mythological interest in the ancient legends and epic poems of the 
Gaels; an occultist interest in a higher, spiritual enlightenment beyond the 
realm of positive, practical knowledge. (Leerssen 49) 
The intensive use of symbols and allusions and the extensiveness of the literary repertoire 
distance the play from readers who do not possess the background knowledge of the 
traditions the texts draw on. These readers may have to resort more to their own 
imagination. Those who are familiar with the sources of the given in the texts will not fill 
in the gaps in an identical way for each of them will concentrate on particular elements, 
depending on their own repertoires. 
Beckett's and Yeats's plays are minimalist. Many readers have devoted a lot of 
efforts to the elucidation of these texts; however, I believe that the texts have not yet been 
exhausted, and that readers today and tomorrow will continue to experience these texts in 
new ways. This is the case because, among other reasons, whenever a reader makes a 
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decision, he takes some things and at the same time, leaves out other things. That means 
no interpretation can exhaust a text. This study does not aim to question or challenge the 
existing interpretations; rather, it attempts to consider the possibility of making different 
decisions about those texts. Being a Hong Kong student of the 21®^  century, it seems 
unlikely that I will read Beckett and Yeats in the same way as the plays were read by 
these writers' contemporaries or as they were read by Europeans and North Americans in 
the first half of the century. It seems to me quite possible that my cultural and 
educational backgrounds, as well as my own reader's disposition, may take new in other 
directions when I read these plays. I would like to present my ideas here as a way of 
celebrating the diversity and complexity of the world and to give thanks that it is not 
necessary for us always to look at a matter in one single way. 
Methodology 
1. Approaching Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's Well as Texts 
As this thesis is partly an attempt to provide another possible reading of Waiting for 
Godot and At the Hawk's Well the plays will be approached as texts instead of 
performances. This approach is not self-evident. Some critics believe that a drama is 
finished only when it is being acted on the stage. They hence see little point in studying a 
printed play, which is to them an incomplete task. In this paper, neither a printed play nor 
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an acted one is taken as a complete task but both of them are regarded as appropriate 
candidates for studies. The reason is that both printed and acted plays are fluid; they 
change with the contexts they are put into. It is impossible to define the final form of a 
printed play or an acted play. As both of them are incomplete, there is no reason to 
deprive a printed play of an analysis when the acted one is the focus of many studies. 
Apart from reviewing a performance, it should also be worthwhile to study the script. 
Since reading Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's Well preserves the freedom of 
imagination provided by Beckett and Yeats, I will approach the plays as texts instead of 
performances. The advantage of reading the plays (as opposed to seeing them performed) 
is that it allows one to have a closer look at the texts written by the authors. The printed 
play is one of the capital goods used in the production of the acted play so the two kinds 
of plays cannot be identical to each other, even though they bear the same title. The 
difference between them is that the creation of the latter requires the participation of the 
director, actors and other members of the crew, and more significantly, these people's 
interpretation of the play, because no matter how meticulous the playwright is, there is no 
way he can indicate every detail in the script and no matter how faithful the crew are to 
the script, they, deliberately or not, add their interpretations to the performance. The 
producers have to read the text before the performance. They go through the stage in 
which they have to confront the indeterminacies left by the playwright. That means they 
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inevitably add something about themselves to the play during the production. Audiences 
in the theater are therefore watching a group interpretation of a script. This observation 
should not lead to the conclusion that the interpretation of the printed or the acted play is 
a waste of efforts. This only means that the reading of a text and its production are not the 
same thing. 
II. The Reader-Response Approach This Study Takes 
Although it has already been mentioned before that this is not a study that based on 
one stream of reader-response criticism but is one that incorporates prominent 
reader-response ideas and concepts of several streams, I would like to draw special 
attention to the fact that this is not a rigid adoption of Jauss's historical reader-response 
approach for the sake of clarity because the phrase reader-oriented approach in the title of 
this thesis could create the impression that it is a review of the documented responses to 
Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's Well. 
There are diverse reader-response approaches; Jauss's historical approach is one of 
the many. Some of Jauss's prominent ideas, including the belief that literary history 
influences a reader's reading of a text, are integrated into this study but this thesis is not a 
study that is interested in the existing responses to Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's 
Well in a particular community; therefore, no empirical experiment was carried out to 
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collect information about the contemporary readers' views on the texts; the analysis of the 
Hong Kong critics' responses to the two texts is out of the scope of this study. 
Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's Well are put into a Westernized Chinese 
community in this thesis, which brings two interpretations that may not yet have been 
suggested. The phrase Westernized Chinese community could create misunderstanding 
about the approach this study takes so it needs clarification too. Firstly, I would like to 
highlight that Hong Kong, which the phrase Westernized Chinese community refers to, is 
a place influenced by not only Western and Chinese cultures. It is regarded as a 
Westernized Chinese community because it is this particular aspect of Hong Kong that 
conditions the existence of the two interpretations proposed in this thesis. This brings us 
to the second point about the phrase Westernized Chinese community that needs 
clarification: the Westernized Chinese community serves as the background which allows 
the existence of the two interpretations; these two interpretations are not representatives 
of the community's opinions and this thesis does not mean to produce representative 
interpretations. This background allows the existence of these two readings but these two 
readings are not the only possible ones that can exist within this context so they are by no 
means representative. The idea is that the community is like soil which allows different 
plants to grow. There is no intention to argue that the two plants (the two interpretations 
proposed) that grow well on the soil are the only two that can grow there. 
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III. Absurdity as Defined by Esslin 
Waiting for Godot is generally regarded as an absurdist play. As the Theatre of the 
Absurd is coined by Esslin and many of those who agree that the play is absurdist base 
their discussion on Esslin's The Theatre of the Absurd, this study will define absurdity 
according the same book. 
According to The Theatre of the Absurd, the term absurdist play is derived from a 
study of a group of plays which share certain features. These features can be put into two 
categories: content and form. Esslin claims that an absurdist play strives to express "the 
senselessness of the human condition and the inadequacy of the rational approach by the 
open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought", including language (24). 
To distinguish the Theatre of the Absurd from the Existentialist theatre, which deals with 
the same subject matter, Esslin stresses that the former shows the sense of senselessness 
through its form while the latter does not. He says that the absurdist play "has renounced 
arguing about the absurdity of the human condition; it merely presents it in being" 
through its cyclic structure. I am going to discuss in the following chapter how the sense 
of senselessness, the subject matter, and the cyclic structure, the form, of Waiting for 
Godot can be approached from another perspective, which shows that the play is not 
necessarily absurdist. 
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Chapter 1 Waiting for Godot and the Issue of Absurdity 
Because of openendness and minimalism, Waiting for Godot has often been 
associated with words like enigmatic, inaccessible, obscure and difficult. These 
indeterminacies within the work have raised a lot of questions, which have provoked 
lengthy discussions since the premiere of the play in Paris in 1953. For instance, much 
energy has been devoted to the study of the identity of Godot, the significance of the 
several props on the stage, including the tree, the boots, and the hat, the meaning or the 
lack of meaning of the cyclic structure and the prevailing silence. These indeterminacies 
on the one hand create puzzles, but on the other hand give the play flexibility and 
durability. Their presence drives the readers to situate the play in various contexts, bring 
in elements outside the texts to fill in the absence, and construct their own interpretations 
of the play. With the dynamic interaction between the text and the readers, changes taking 
place in reality are introduced to the play. New ways to bridge the gaps between the 
fragments are generated ceaselessly, making Waiting for Godot one of the immortal 
works of modem drama. 
The documented responses to one of the questions about the play，the identity of 
Godot, illustrate how differences in context might create heterogeneous answers to the 
questions engendered by the play. To answer the question of who Godot is, an inmate at 
San Quentin said in 1957 that he was "society", another one said "Outside" (Anon 68); 
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Helene L. Baldwin, a professor of English interested in religion and literature, has a 
different answer. She believes that the play is packed with allusions to the Bible so in her 
book published in 1981, she argues with evidence that "Godot is God" — by God she 
means the Christian God (107). Baldwin links Estragon's and Vladimir's waiting for 
Godot to release them from the pain of waiting with human beings' waiting for the 
Christian God's salvation. The discrepancies in the answers given by Baldwin and the 
inmates show how Waiting for Godot can be read in different manners in different 
contexts. 
The Trend towards Reading "Waiting for Godot” as an Absurdist Play 
The equal sign drawn between Godot and the Christian God is challenged 
sometimes; however, with the absence of Godot at the end of the play, a lot of critics 
concur that the play expresses the meaninglessness of existence and the absurdity of life. 
For this reason, Godot is called an absurdist play. The prevalence of this reading in 
Western society may be the result of the religious and historical background most 
Western readers have. 
Europe and America in the 1950s had not yet recovered from the trauma caused by 
the massive destruction of the two world wars. Positivism and Christianity, which had 
once been the foundations of the Western philosophy of life, were questioned. People 
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started to lose faith in God and the possibility of explaining the world with logic, which 
gave rise to an existential crisis. With Estragon and Vladimir doing nothing but waiting 
for someone who does not come, Waiting for Godot was believed to be an expression of 
the absurdity of life. 
Beckett is thought of as a founder of the Theatre of the Absurd. The absurdity 
readers observed in Waiting for Godot makes the play one of the first of this kind of 
drama. The term the Theatre of the Absurd, was coined by Martin Esslin in post-war 
Europe to designate plays that "have no story or plot to speak o f , "no recognizable 
characters", "fully explained theme", "beginning" or ending but "mechanical puppets" 
and "incoherent babblings" (21-22). It is used to describe plays which strive to express "a 
sense of senselessness of the human condition and the inadequacy of the rational 
approach by the open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought" (Esslin 
21). 
Beckett's oeuvre is generally perceived as absurdist in Western society but it is not 
the only reading readers of his works ever have. For example, James E. Robinson wrote 
an essay titled Sisyphus Happy： Beckett beyond the Absurd in which he proposes that 
there is hope and a "life beyond the absurd" in Beckett's works (343). The main thrust of 
his argument is that Beckett's works are not as pessimistic as they are said to be since 
there are "feelings of tranquility emerging in the rhythms of the language" (Robinson 
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348). The trend towards reading Waiting for Godot as an absurdist play and the 
discrepancies under this larger culture can be explained in terms of reader-response 
theories. 
Living in the same historical period and cultural environment, a lot of earlier critics 
of the play had similar outlook on life. They were in the same interpretive community so 
they wrote, a Fishian term, the text in the same way and agreed that Waiting for Godot 
belongs to the Theatre of the Absurd. Their interpretation sets the tone of the latter 
reading of the play because when a reader reads, he resorts to his repertoire which has 
literary tradition as one of its elements. As a result, the latter readers who may not be 
obsessed with the problems a reader in the 1950s faced are likely to be informed in some 
way that Waiting for Godot is an absurdist play and then read it in that direction. This 
interpretation has almost become an orthodoxy that Waiting for Godot and the Theatre of 
the Absurd are always linked together. For example, the play was introduced to China as 
an absurdist play in 1978 (Tarn 44). That is why the reading of the play as an absurdist 
play still prevails and it prevails in different cultures. However, not only do historical, 
cultural and literary backgrounds count in one's reading of a text, the reader's disposition, 
personalities and so on also matter. The nuanced differences among readers sometimes 
put them into different interpretive communities. Also, those who know nothing 
whatsoever about the Theatre of the Absurd would naturally not have the idea of 
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absurdist drama in their repertoires and would not call Waiting for Godot an absurdist 
play, just like the inmates at San Quentin. The similarities and differences among readers 
account for the trend and the wide range of answers to the questions about the play. 
The abundance of indeterminacies in Waiting for Godot allow readers to assemble 
and connect fragmentary ideas in the light of their experience. The indeterminacies can 
be translated as the possibility of diverse readings of the play. Taking Iser's point that the 
same text can engender multiple readings, I would like to present another possible 
reading of Waiting for Godot. This chapter is written on the belief that the play has not 
been exhausted; putting it in another context can renew the play and bring about other 
interpretations. Living in a Chinese community which had no idea of absurdist play until 
the Theatre of the Absurd was "imported from the West", I would like to explore whether 
Waiting for Godot must be read as an absurdist play as it is taught in books and schools 
(Ma 77). This chapter will ask the question of whether Waiting for Godot can be 
interpreted as a play that is not absurdist. 
“Waiting for Godot" is Not Necessarily Absurdist 
I. Language Problem 
Readers who regard Waiting for Godot as an absurdist play have presented various 
reasons to support their arguments. Since the characters' language problem is one of the 
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central evidences ever given, it will be reviewed to see if it can be looked at in another 
way. 
With not even one articulate character, Waiting for Godot is filled with pauses, 
ellipses, digression and babbles. The characters' inarticulateness and inexpressibility are 
linked to the helplessness of human beings, at least by critics such as Lois Gordon, who 
says that the "reality of human incapacity is nowhere more evident than [the characters'] 
use of language (66). This human incapacity is seen as a crucial evidence of the absurdity 
of the play. How are the language problems and the absurdity of life related? According 
to these critics, the incapacity of speech leads to a more fatal problem: the incapacity of 
attaining truth. It is the incapacity of attaining truth that suggests the meaninglessness and 
absurdity of life. Their argument is based on the belief that speech implies rationality, 
which then implies the human ability of explaining phenomena, transmitting ideas and 
most importantly, accessing ultimate truth. If language is associated with rationality, the 
characters' language barrier is an "open abandonment of rational devices and discursive 
thought" (Esslin 24). This distrust in language is thought to have disrupted the connection 
between human beings and truth; therefore, it has become an evidence of absurdity of the 
play. This problem of language is called the "devaluation of language" (Esslin 26). 
The sense of absurdity is believed to be conveyed through the content of the 
conversation between Estragon and Vladimir as well. Estragon and Vladimir have 
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nothing to do while they are waiting for Godot. Idleness makes them feel that time passes 
slowly so they play language games to “keep busy" and to avoid the agony caused by 
passing time in the expectant silence of waiting (Zegel 89). As Esslin has pointed out: "If 
we are active, we tend to forget the passage of time, we pass the time, but if we are 
merely passively waiting, we are confronted with the action of time itself (50). Here is 
one of the language games they play to avoid the direct confrontation with time: 
VLADIMIR. Ceremonious ape! 
ESTRAGON. Punctilious pig! 
VLADIMIR. Finish your phrase, I tell you! 
ESTRAGON. Finish your own! 
Silence. They draw closer, halt. 
VLADIMIR. Moron! 
ESTRAGON. That's the idea, let's abuse each other. 









ESTRAGON. (with finality). Crritic! 
VLADIMIR. Oh! 
He wilts, vanquished, and turns away. 
ESTRAGON. Now let's make it up. 
VLADIMIR. Gogo! 
ESTRAGON. Didi! 
VLADIMIR. Your hand! 
ESTRAGON. Take it! 
VLADIMIR. Come to my arms ！ 
ESTRAGON. Your arms? 
VLADIMIR. My breast! 
ESTRAGON. Off we go! 
They embrace. They separate. Silence. 
VLADIMIR. How time flies when one has fun! (2. 75-76) 
The language games are seen as an expression of a "sense of absurdity and insignificance 
of life" (Tarn 62). The games are connected with absurdity in two ways. First, they are 
believed to show the lack of meaning in the characters' lives; the fact that the characters 
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have to engage in artificial conversation to "pass the time" shows that they have nothing 
to do (Lemarchand 90). Their lives are hence believed to be meaningless. Second, the 
games are seemingly silly. The occupation of time with these games makes life 
insignificant. 
The language problems in the play are apparent but the conclusion that Waiting for 
Godot is absurdist should not be taken for granted because the characters' inability to 
gain access to truth through language does not have to be linked to the devaluation of 
language or the absurdity of life. From a Buddhist perspective, language has no value in 
itself from the very beginning. Things with no value from its inception cannot be 
devalued so the incidents that show the limitations of language cannot be called examples 
of the devaluation of language in the domain of Buddhism. This idea is well elaborated in 
the following quotation: 
From its inception, Buddhism recognized the limitations of language due to its 
human origin for the purposes of communication, which suggests that words 
have no intrinsic worth or metaphysical grounding in a supreme power of entity. 
Since language is merely conventional in nature, there is no specific word or 
sequence of words that corresponds to some type of independent reality. (Olson 
25) 
This perception of language echoes Nietzsche's view that the relation between the 
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signified and the signifier is arbitrary. The idea is that language has no inherent worth; it 
does not have a one-to-one relation with anything. However, although truth is not 
embodied in language, the possibility of attaining truth still exists. One can have spiritual 
advancement through various means, including dialogue. In Buddhism, words are not 
seen as the truth itself or the signifier of the truth but it is believed that they can serve as 
the means to the end. For example, through dialogue with a teacher the ideas that one 
clings to can be demolished, which can bring one to enlightenment. Language is like a 
path to the truth. It is important not to mix up the means and the end: "A finger is needed 
to point at the moon, but what a calamity it would be if one took the finger for the 
moon!" (Suzuki 74). The limitations of language do not deny the possibility of attaining 
truth; life can still be meaningful with the problems of language. The following 
conversation, which shows the arbitrariness of language, is typical in Waiting for Godot. 
It is always read as an example of the devaluation of language. However, from a Buddhist 
perspective, it is simply a faithful depiction of the nature of language. 
ESTRAGON. What is it? 
VLADIMIR. I don't know. A willow. 
ESTRAGON. Looks to me more like a bush. 
VLADIMIR. A shrub. 
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ESTRAGON. A bush. (1.14) 
Considered from a Buddhist point of view, the above passage, which demonstrates the 
arbitrariness of language and the fact that words capture only some of the qualities of the 
signified, is not necessarily an instance of absurdity in the play. Lucky's long speech can 
be seen as a portrayal of the fact that ultimate truth cannot be explicitly and logically 
explained or transmitted through language: 
LUCKY. Given the existence as uttered forth in public works of 
Puncher and Wattmann of a personal God quaquaquaqua 
with the white beard quaquaquaqua outside time without 
extension who from the heights of divine apathia divine 
athambia divine aphasia loves us dearly with some 
exceptions for reasons unknown but time will tell and 
suffers like the divine Miranda wit those who for reasons 
unknown.... (1.43) 
Lucky attempts to present his ideas to Estragon, Vladimir and Pozzo but his speech does 
not lead them to what he intends to say; his ideas turn into babble when they are put into 
words. Since the meaning of life is independent of language from a Buddhist perspective, 
the human incapacity of language shown in Lucky's speech does not necessarily add to 
the play a sense of absurdity. 
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The language games the characters play do not have to be taken as evidence of the 
absurdity of the play. They can be seen as an origin of happiness that adds to the play a 
touch of hope. Estragon and Vladimir invent games to bide their time. They play the 
game of "[abusing] each other" (2.75). In absurdist interpretations of the play, these 
games have been equated with the insignificance of life. My view is that as long as the 
games are bringing the characters happiness, these games are not totally insignificant. In 
fact, they are important in some respects. The two characters wait for Godot because they 
want him to make their lives better (a point I will come back to in the following section). 
What they achieve from playing the games is what they expect Godot to do for them: 
make their lives tolerable. The games add laughter to their difficulties and temporarily 
relieve them from the pain they feel, which shows that they do not need to rely absolutely 
on Godot for an improvement in their status quo. Although they do not realize it, the fact 
that they enjoy the games shows the possibility of happiness without Godot. Therefore, 
the playing of these games may be a kind of training or a preparation for a less anxiety 
dominated future. Also, whether the games are silly or not is a matter of personal opinion. 
Some people may derive happiness from philosophical or political discussion, but what is 
the problem if someone likes language games? So long as the games do no harm to 
anybody and provide a certain relief, even if they are silly, they may also have a value. 
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11. Godot as a Possibility of Change 
Despite his absence, Godot remains as a central character of the play. How the 
identity of Godot is interpreted symbolically basically controls how the play is read. The 
diverse opinions of scholars are recorded and can be found in the library. The variety of 
interpretations may increase tremendously if the answer of each reader, regardless of his 
identities, is documented. Many of these answers, in spite of their differences, can be put 
in the same category since they are obtained from the assumption that Godot is one 
particular thing. This is one way to address the problem. Another possible way is to shift 
the focus from what Godot as a symbol symbolizes to what the nature of this symbol is. 
Michael Worton, for example, looks at the "function" rather than the "meaning" of Godot 
(71). It is the second approach that this paper will take. In this way, Godot is simply 
someone one waits for. He is not confined to one object. He is a concept that embraces all 
the other suggestions of who he is. 
No matter what exactly Godot is to the characters, he is only one thing: 
someone/something that Estragon and Vladimir are waiting for. If he is the object of 
waiting, the next question would be why they wait for him. The answer is that Godot 
represents a possibility of an improvement in the status quo. He is like the products in the 
advertisements that give the recipients the impression that if they buy the products, their 
lives will become better; whether the products can really achieve that purpose and what 
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the products are are of secondary importance. What attracts the audience is the chance, 
however vague it is, to make life better. Therefore, to say that the advertisements create 
desire for the products is only telling part of the truth; what they exactly create or 
accentuate is the desire for the improvement in one's life. To Estragon and Vladimir, 
Godot is like a product in advertisements. They are not sure who he is. When Pozzo 
appears, they ask him if he is Godot. Pozzo is puzzled so he asks them about the identity 
of Godot: 
POZZO. Who is [Godot]? 
VLADIMIR. Oh, he's a.. .he's a kind of acquaintance. 
ESTRAGON. Nothing of the kind, we hardly know him. 
VLADIMIR. True.. .we don't know him very well.. .but all the same... 
ESTRAGON. Personally I wouldn't even know him if I saw him. 
POZZO. You took me for him. (1.23) 
Neither Estragon nor Vladimir can answer Pozzo，s question. Although they are not sure 
who Godot is, they continue their waiting for him because to them, embodied in Godot is 
the possibility of an improvement in the current situation. He is the addressee of their 
"supplication" and "prayer" (1.18). They think that he might grant them something and 
help them in some way: 
ESTRAGON. What exactly did we ask him for? 
Li 42 
VLADIMIR. Oh.. .nothing very definite. 
ESTRAGON. A kind of prayer. 
VLADIMIR. Precisely. 
ESTRAGON. A vague supplication. 
VLADIMIR. Exactly. 
ESTRAGON. And what did he reply? 
VLADIMIR. That he'd see. 
ESTRAGON. That he couldn't promise anything. (1.18) 
The dialogue shows that they do not know Godot well but they would like to wait for him 
to "see what he says" (1.18). To Estragon and Vladimir, Godot is a potential rescuer who 
might save them from their painful situations. On the one hand, the hope that the rescuer 
is coming sustains their lives; on the other hand, the continual deferral of the appointment 
creates anxiety. Many readers see the absence of Godot, someone who might make 
changes in life, as the impossibility of improvement. This is a pessimistic interpretation. 
In fact, the play does not have to be read in this pessimistic way. 
III. The Absence of Godot 
Estragon and Vladimir spend every day waiting for Godot but this mysterious 
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character never shows up. Godot's undelivered promise to come has raised the question 
of what the meaning of life is. Is life merely a process of passive waiting for something 
inaccessible? One way, and a generally recognized one, to fill in the indeterminacies 
revolving around Godot is to relate him to the meaninglessness of Estragon's and 
Vladimir's lives and hence the absurdity of the human situation. This is one of the 
possible interpretations. Of course, there may be other possibilities. 
From the standpoint of Buddhism, whether Godot appears or not has nothing to do 
with the meaning of life because one should not expect an external figure to save one 
from one's problems. It is believed that "the problem of life does not really consist in 
[one's] external circumstances ....Rather，the problem consists in ... [one's] mind" (Watts, 
Myth and Religion 4). Liberation can be obtained only within oneself. This idea 
corresponds to Joseph Campbell's saying that heaven is in one's mind and myths are only 
clues to heaven. As Godot is to Estragon and Vladimir someone/something external, his 
absence or presence should have no relation with the suffering or meaning of the two 
men's lives. Their lives can be meaningful even if Godot never delivers his promise to 
come. 
Also, the fact that Godot does not come does not necessarily mean that their waiting 
is futile. This idea is well explained by Watts's explanation of the teaching of the great 
Zen master, Rinzai: 
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...the art of Zen, or teaching Zen, is like deceiving a child with an empty fist. 
You know how you intrigue a child by pretending you have something very 
precious in your fist. You can play this game for an hour, provoking the child to 
ever greater enthusiasm to find out what you have. At the end, the revelation is 
that nothing was there. Many people say in the course of their Zen training, "I 
realize there was nothing to realize. It was all there from the beginning." (Myth 
and Religion 11) 
Godot is like the something in the fist and Vladimir and Estragon are like the child. They 
are lured into the waiting for Godot, only to find that he breaks his promise again and 
again. Readers of the play are also a bit like the child. They expect the revelation of the 
identity of Godot and the revelation of the meaning of the play at some point. These 
disappointed expectations can be approached from a positive perspective. In the realm of 
Zen, as is mentioned by Watts, the discovery that there is nothing can be a realization that 
brings spiritual advancement. Therefore, the absence of Godot can be taken as a positive 
development, like the overcoming of an obsession or the shattering of an illusion that has 
impeded a person's progress. 
Absence is generally taken positively in Eastern cultures. In China, emptiness is a 
part of life. It is a crucial element in various fields, including art and philosophy. For 
instance, many Chinese painters would leave a large portion of their pictures unpainted. 
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This absence is not conceived as meaningless; instead, it is regarded as a significant 
element that "offers human beings the possibility of approaching the universe at the level 
of totality" (Cheng 36). Without absence, there would be no fullness. Behind absence are 
infinite possibilities. Therefore, to understand is to understand what is presence and also 
what is absence. From this Chinese point of view, the absence of Godot is a path that 
brings the characters and the readers to the domain that is beyond our five senses. The 
characters are unable to realize the something in Godot's absence but the hope is there. If 
the characters let their desire for the physical existence of Godot go, they may be able to 
have spiritual advancement. 
IV. The Cyclic Structure 
Waiting for Godot has a cyclic structure. The play is divided into two acts. Although 
the two acts are not exactly the same, they are very similar to each other. Not only does 
act two begin at the "same time" and "same place" as act one, what happens in it is very 
similar to what happens in act one (2.55). For instance, in both parts, Estragon and 
Vladimir spend all of their time waiting for Godot. Some of the actions repeated in act 
two are Estragon's and Vladimir's playing of language games, their meeting with Pozzo 
and Lucky, their being interrogated by the messenger boy of Godot, and their attempt to 
hang themselves. Apart from doing the same things, they also talk about similar things in 
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the two acts. Some of the lines in act one are repeated in act two. The following dialogue 
is an example: 
ESTRAGON: Let's go. 
VLADIMIR: We can't. 
ESTRAGON. Why not? 
VLADIMIR. We're waiting for Godot. 
ESTRAGON. (despairingly). Ah! (1.48) (2.68) 
The repeated actions and dialogues show that time has not made Estragon's and 
Vladimir's lives easier. This static situation is highlighted by the same ending of the two 
acts. Both acts end with the same question, answer and action: "Well, shall we go?"; "Yes, 
let's go"; "They do not move" (1.54) (2.94). The only difference is that the questioner 
and the answerer reverse their roles. The ending underscores the fact that they are trapped 
in the same situation of waiting. In act two, "four or five green leaves" have grown on the 
tree that is barren in act one (2.57)，which indicates the passage of time; however, to 
Estragon and Vladimir, "time has stopped" because no day on the road is different from 
another day (1.36). 
Pozzo and Lucky also help build up the cyclic structure of the play. They also face 
the same problem of not being able to move forward. Their journeys lead them to 
nowhere. Although they continue their journeys instead of waiting at the same place as 
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Estragon and Vladimir do, they are not making any progress. They keep coming back to 
the same point on which Estragon and Vladimir sit. That is why they meet Estragon and 
Vladimir every day. In other words, Pozzo and Lucky are walking along the 
circumference of a circle, which has no ending or beginning. The four characters are in a 
labyrinth. Their situation is summarized in the song that the second act starts with: 
VLADIMIR. A dog came in— 
Having begun too high he stops, clears his throat, resumes. 
A dog came in the kitchen 
And stole a crust of bread. 
Then cook up with a ladle 
And beat him till he was dead. 
Then all the dogs came running 
And dug the dog a tomb 
He stops, broods, resumes: 
Then all the dogs came running 
And dug the dog a tomb 
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And wrote upon the tombstone 
For the eyes of dogs to come: 
A dog came in the kitchen 
And stole a crust of bread. 
Then cook up with a ladle 
And beat him till he was dead. 
Then all the dogs came running 
And dug the dog a tomb— 
The song is paradoxical in the sense that the story about the dog moves forward but at the 
same time repeats the information in a circular manner. This song is indeed a microcosm 
of the play: the characters move forward yet they remain in the same place. The maze 
that the characters are in makes the play pessimistic at first glance; however, a second 
thought shows that the situation may not be as despairing as one might first believe; there 
is, perhaps, hope in the play. From a Buddhist perspective, the characters are in this 
cyclic structure because they have not attained enlightenment. It does not mean that they 
will never move forward. Therefore, the play is more like a discussion about why one 
suffers than the declaration that one must suffer forever. I am going to elaborate this idea 
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in the following section. 
V. The Cause of Suffering: Desire 
The widespread opinion that Waiting for Godot shows that the absurdity of life 
causes inevitable eternal suffering is one possible interpretation of the play but not the 
only meaningful reading of it. From another, different perspective, the play can be read as 
a discussion of how desire of various sorts leads to suffering. 
The Journey towards a Better Life 
A road is a way that connects places. Someone on a road is someone who is on a 
journey to somewhere. Estragon, Vladimir, Pozzo and Lucky are on a quiet "country 
road", which implies that all of them are making a physical journey (1.7). The journey 
they take can be taken metaphorically as a journey towards a better life because 
seemingly, they are on this road for different reasons but in fact, all four characters share 
one common goal: to improve their lives. Superficially, Estragon and Vladimir stay on 
the road to wait for Godot; however, if Godot represents the possibility of an 
improvement in one's life, what the two men are looking for is a positive change in the 
status quo. Meeting Godot is not Pozzo，s aim but like Estragon and Vladimir, it is a hope 
of a positive change in his life that brings him to the road. He is there because it is the 
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way that leads him to the fair where he can sell Lucky, whose company has become 
unbearable to him. As Pozzo's objective is to get rid of a sore, Lucky, his journey to the 
fair is also one to a better life. Lucky is on the road to make life better too. He takes this 
journey because he thinks that playing the role of a submissive servant of Pozzo might 
change Pozzo's mind and make him decide not to dessert him. He follows Pozzo around 
to prevent the happening of an undesirable event so the road is to him a road to make a 
better future. 
The Failure to Make Life Better 
If the four characters are on the road for a better life, the cyclic structure of the play 
implies that none of them can make their life better. All of them remain at the same status 
throughout the play and they suffer in this stagnate situation. Why do they fail to make an 
improvement? Why do they suffer? Some readers say that it is because life is absurd. By 
saying that they owe the problems to life itself. A Buddhist reading of the play would 
look at the responsibility of the characters, who might be interpreted as representative of 
humanity. 
As it has been mentioned before, Buddhists believe that suffering does not originate 
from external circumstances but the mind. The Buddha proposes that "desire [is] the root 
of suffering" and therefore to attain enlightenment, the tranquility of the mind, one should 
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"eliminate all desire, not only the desire for worldly success, but also for spiritual 
success," ideas and even the desire of not to desire (Watts, Philosophies of Asia 9). In 
other words, those who do not let go will not cease from suffering. If we read the play 
from the register of Buddhist ideas, the suffering of Estragon, Vladimir, Pozzo and Lucky 
may be interpreted in ways that go beyond existentialist frameworks] In this sense, 
Waiting for Godot can be seen as a play that is about how the four characters', and hence 
human beings', failure to get rid of their desires brings suffering to their lives. The 
different desires of the four characters exemplify the desires of human beings. 
Desires Hamper Improvements 
From a Buddhist perspective, one reason that Pozzo, and human beings in general, 
suffer is that they do not let go of their desire for worldly pleasures. This is not to say that 
everyone ought to lead a stoical life and abstain from pleasures. The point is not to cling 
to it. Pozzo seems to be unable to understand this. He brings with him "a folding stool", 
"a greatcoat" (1.21)，a "chicken", “wine” (1.25) and "his pipe" (1.26) wherever he goes. 
His belongings represent worldly comforts that he clings to. The fact that he stops once in 
a while to enjoy the food or sit on the folding stool, among other actitivies, shows that 
these worldly pleasures have delayed his arrival at his destination. This desire, moreover, 
extends beyond the physical domain. Fame, for example, is one of his intangible objects 
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of desire. The following example, which shows that he cannot stand being treated as a 
nobody, tells us that he wants to be a celebrity that everybody knows and everybody 
respectfully addresses: 
ESTRAGON. (timidly to Pozzo). You're not Mr. Godot, sir? 
POZZO. (terrifying voice). I am Pozzo! (Silence.) Pozzo! (Silence.) 
Does that name mean nothing to you? (Silence.) I say does 
that name mean nothing to you? (1.22) 
Pozzo also has a thirst for power, which is in fact closely related to his desire for fame. 
He demands absolute submissiveness from Lucky, desiring to control his every single 
movement: 
POZZO. (with magnanimous gesture). Let's say no more about it. 
(He jerks the rope.) Up pig! (Pause.) Every time he drops 
he falls asleep. (Jerks the rope.) Up hog! (Noise of Lucky 
getting up and picking up his baggage. Pozzo jerks the 
rope.) Back! (Enter Lucky backwards.) Stop! (Lucky stops.) 
Turn! (Lucky turns. To Vladimir and Estragon, affably.) 
(1.24) 
Pozzo even orders Lucky to "think" (1.42). This obsession with power tortures him by 
tying him to Lucky, whose company has become abominable. As Lucky is the only 
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person who obeys his orders and gives him a sense of power, he cannot put his thought of 
leaving Lucky into action, no matter how much he wants to. That is why he can never 
reach the fair where he can sell Lucky and then lead a better life. Pozzo seems to be the 
controller in his relation with Lucky, but in fact, he is also being controlled. His clinging 
to worldly pleasures keeps him from moving forward. 
Compared with Pozzo, Estragon and Vladimir are much less attached to worldly 
pleasures. None of them bring a bag or a servant with them. They eat simple food like 
"carrots" and "turnips" and they sit on the floor instead of a stool (1.20). Yet they are 
tortured by their clinging to other things: a rigid logic and more importantly, an external 
figure, Godot. The following example shows that Vladimir and Estragon expect a world 
in which everything is consistent, logical and explainable. They attempt to explain the 
world with a rigid logic: 
VLADIMIR. And yet...(pause)...how is it—this is not boring you I 
hope—how is it that of the four Evangelists only one 
speaks of a thief being saved. The four of them were 
t h e r e o r thereabouts—and only one speaks of a thief 
being saved. (Pause)... 
ESTRAGON. (With exaggerated enthusiasm). I find this really most 
extraordinary interesting. 
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VLADIMIR. One out of the four. Of the other three two don't mention 
any thieves at all and the third says that both of them 
abused [the Saviour]. 
ESTRAGON. Why? 
VLADIMIR. Because he wouldn't save him [from death]. 
ESTRAGON. Well what of it? 
VLADIMIR. Then the two of them must have been damned. 
ESTRAGON. And why not? 
VLADIMIR. But one of the fours says that one of the two was saved. 
ESTRAGON. Well? They don't agree, and that's all there is to it. 
VLADIMIR. But all four were there. And only one speaks of a thief 
being saved. Why believe him rather than the others? 
(1.12-13) 
Vladimir's discovery that the Bible is inconsistent bewilders him and hinders him from 
getting a sense of tranquility. His problem lies in his reliance on a narrow logic. Vladimir 
is being so rational here that he can read only the face value of the words in the Bible. 
According to Zen Buddhism, adhering to logic is bad for one's spiritual life so one 
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"should allow the mind to operate freely, naturally and spontaneously" (Cheng 64). The 
couple's reliance on a narrow logic makes them argumentative and keeps them from 
being enlightened by the Bible. 
The fatal problem of the pair is their attachment to Godot because Godot is the main 
cause of their suffering. Estragon and Vladimir want to get better so they wait for Godot. 
As Godot does not come, an agony develops in their minds and it tortures their hearts. 
This longing for Godot has become their greatest torment. It is ironic that Godot, whom 
they think might be able to help them get better, has become a great contributor of their 
suffering. In fact, the perception that Godot can help them is problematic. As it has been 
mentioned before, according to the Buddhists, no one can be saved by an external figure: 
There is no salvation, no safety, nothing anywhere, and you see how clever that 
was....any atman you could cling to or think about or believe in wouldn't be 
the real one. (Watts, Philosophies of Asia 79) 
As no one can be saved by an external figure, Estragon and Vladimir should not wait for 
Godot to save them. The waiting for Godot will only make their lives worse. To improve 
their lives, they should depend on themselves: they should let go and go. 
Lucky's situation is similar to that of Estragon and Vladimir for he also clings to an 
external figure, but the external figure he clings to is not Godot but Pozzo. He carries 
Pozzo’s bag around with him. The bag he carries is his physical burden; it can be 
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interpreted symbolically as the cause of his mental suffering. This bag is Pozzo，s and his 
mental suffering is from Pozzo. He is afraid that Pozzo will abandon him so he lives in 
insecurity and constant anxiety. If he leaves Pozzo, he will not have to suffer anymore. 
However, he does not allow himself to do so. He clings to Pozzo and is not willing to put 
down the bag. That is why he suffers. 
The desires of the four characters prevent them from attaining a state of tranquility. 
Worldly pleasures, rigid logic, and external figures are typical desires that make man 
suffer. Therefore, Waiting for Godot can be interpreted as a play that discusses how 
clinging brings suffering to human beings. 
Letting Go is the Way to Escape from Suffering 
The suffering of the characters is obvious in the play but it does not mean that the 
play has to be read as an expression of the absurdity of life. From a Buddhist viewpoint, 
the agony they, and human beings, feel originates from their minds. If they know how to 
let go, they can have a better life despite what happens to them. The characters in Waiting 
for Godot do not reach this realization at the end of the play but the possibility and the 
hope in life is still there. If they are like the character in one of Beckett's later plays, A ^ 
without Words I, they will have a better life. 
In Act without Words I, a man is on an empty stage on his own. Different objects 
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appear and the man strives to get hold of them. After several vain attempts, he "does not 
move" no matter what appears on the stage (206). This play is similar to Waiting for 
Godot; in both plays, the characters cannot reach what they long for. Like Waiting for 
Godot, Act without Words I can be taken as an expression of the futile efforts of human 
beings and it can be seen as an absurdist play. However, if this play is read from the 
context of a Buddhist register, it may be interpreted as a play about one's confrontation 
with one's desire. In this sense, the ending of Act without Words I is very different from 
Waiting for Godot, for in the former one, the character has leamt to let go. The ending in 
which different objects appear but the character remains motionless might be interpreted 
as suggesting that he is a stronger person than he was at the very beginning of the play 
when he chases after whatever he sees. Waiting for Godot does not end with the 
enlightenment of the characters but the hope is not ruled out. As the problem does not 
originate in external circumstances that no one can change, there is a promise of a better 
life. 
Conclusion 
Martin Esslin writes in The Theatre of the Absurd, which introduces the then newly 
coined term that is used as the title of his book, that the plays discussed have "renounced 
arguing about the absurdity of the human condition"; rather, they "merely presents it in 
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being" (25). If the plays discussed, including Beckett's Waiting for Godot, are simply a 
portrayal of reality, whether what is presented is absurdist or not will depend in part on 
the reader's outlook on life. I believe the interpretation that Waiting for Godot is an 
absurdist play should be respected. However, there is no need to treat it as the only 
meaningful interpretation: if this were the case, the play would have only an historical 
interest and would, in time, cease to be read. In the century in which the idea of 
cross-culture has a vogue, different literary works are exported and imported around the 
world. The interpretations imported alongside with the literary texts do not have to be 
seen as the marking schemes of the questions about the texts. They, like the literary texts, 
are channels which lead one to the worlds of the people with different backgrounds. If 
Waiting for Godot continues to be read by future generations, it will live on because these 
readers, to whom terms such as existentialism and absurdity may have no meaning 
whatsoever, are able to make this play come alive and speak to them. 
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Chapter 2 At the Hawk's Well and the Drama of the Interior 
The discussion of Beckett's Waiting for Godot in the previous chapter is an example 
that illustrates the polysemic nature of a literary text because it shows that with a 
repertoire containing Chinese beliefs, Waiting for Godot, which is generally considered 
as an absurdist play by Western readers, can be seen as a play that is not absurdist at all. 
In this chapter, I will go on to put one of Yeats's Four Plays for Dancers, At the Hawk's 
Well, in a Westernized Chinese context to show that this play of Yeats, like Beckett's one, 
does not have to be read in one single way. Unlike what I did in the chapter on Beckett, I 
am not going to compare my reading of At the Hawk's Well with the trend in the literary 
circles; instead, I am going to take the author's views on the text as a point of departure 
and compare it with my reading of the play. The reason for doing this is to demonstrate 
that a text does not have to be read in the way that the author reads it. 
The views of the author, who is the creator of the literary text, one of the two poles 
of the literary work, can have tremendous influence on the readers' reading of a text and 
sometimes the author's interpretation is even taken as the only possible interpretation of a 
text; however, according to the reader-response theorists, the author's assessment of his 
text can impinge on the reader's repertoire but what the author points out is not the only 
possible interpretation of a text. Reader-response theorists hold that both the text and the 
reader are required in the production of a literary work. Since a reader's reading of a text 
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is not only influenced by the author's comments, I believe that the reader's interpretation 
is not necessarily the same as the author's. I would like to approach At the Hawk's Well 
as a text with a repertoire formed in a Westernized Chinese community to show that the 
play can generate diverse readings. I will explain why this play may not appear to some 
readers as indirect as Yeats believes it to be and why it may not lead all readers to 
experience the soul of man. Before going into the specific questions this chapter asks, I 
should firstly introduce Yeats’s ideas on drama and his comments on At the Hawk's Well 
for this information will elucidate some of the decisions made in the latter part of this 
chapter. 
Yeats's Conception of Drama and His Comments on “At the Hawk's Well" 
1. Yeats's Pursuit of Spaceless Reality 
Yeats never had the intention to conceal his disapproval of realism and naturalism, 
which were prevailing at his time. He accused them in his letters and essays time and 
again of depriving literary works of beauty and a spiritual dimension, which he thought 
were of utmost importance to art: 
Realism is for the common folk and was always their peculiar delight, and it is 
the delight today of all those whose minds educated alone by schoolmasters and 
newspapers are without the memory of beauty and emotional subtlety. 
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("Introduction" 155) 
Although Yeats stressed his detestation of realism, he was indeed a lifelong advocate of it, 
only the kind of reality he sought was more complete than what his contemporaries 
searched for. 
Yeats believed in a higher spiritual realm, which implies that reality was to him 
more than externalities. This inference is confirmed by his use of the term spaceless 
reality to designate the invisible world (Yeats, A Vision 69). If reality is the sum of the 
visible and the invisible worlds, the pursuit of a manifestation of the invisible world is 
indeed a pursuit of realism. Yeats was so in a sense a realist, who transcended the 
temporal and spatial dimensions to the immaterial sphere, which is a hidden but crucial 
aspect of life. 
II. Yeats's Attempt to Create a Symbolic Drama of the Interior 
To get closer to spaceless reality, Yeats resorted to mysticism, folklore, theosophy, 
esotericism and spiritualism, holding that they could bring spiritual advancement. His 
interest in and many researches on these fields brought him to the composition of A 
Vision, a book that records his perspective on the invisible world. Yeats's ideas about 
how the universe functions as are delineated in this book are received with skepticism but 
to many critics of Yeats, the book remains as a significant clue to the author's baffling 
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poetry. His plays, whose connection with the book is generally considered to be not as 
close as his poems', are yet inseparable from his obsession with the different fields of 
study mentioned above and the spiritual domain. He longed for a "drama of the interior" 
in which the manifestation of men's inner lives takes priority over the imitation of 
physical actions (Worth 158). The following speech of Yeats explains his perception of 
drama: 
Drama is a picture of the soul in man, and not of his exterior life....Drama 
describes adventures of men's souls rushing through the thoughts that are most 
interesting to his time. (Flannery 326) 
Yeats preferred a theater that manifested the subtlety of the human mind. He believed that 
the subtlety of the mind could not be shown by a meticulous description of physical 
reality but could be suggested by symbols so he looked for a theater that was highly 
symbolic. As Yeats lived in a society in which the theater celebrated what he loathed, 
physical details, he strove for a new form of drama that was anti-external and that could 
represent the hidden world through indirect means. 
III. A Blend of Cultures in At the Hawk's Well 
Yeats felt that his ambition to create a symbolic drama of the interior could not be 
realized by the Western theatrical traditions so in 1913，when he was introduced to the 
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Japanese Noh drama in which almost everything, even the slightest gesture, is suggestive 
by Ezra Pound, who edited Ernest Fenollosa's translations of Noh plays and other 
materials, he turned to this Eastern theater (Barfoot 61). Yeats was fascinated by this 
discovery since the Noh theater was to his understanding in accord with his conception of 
what drama should be. He therefore decided to "go to Asia for a stage-convention" (Yeats, 
"Introduction" 155). The exploration of Eastern culture gave birth to the Four Plays for 
Dancers: At the Hawk's Well (1917)，The Only Jealousy ofEmer (1919)，The Dreaming 
of the Bones (1919), and Calvary (1920). Yeats described these four plays as follows: 
In fact with [the Noh plays] 'translated by Ernest Fenollosa and finished by 
Ezra Pound' I have invented a form of drama, distinguished, indirect and 
symbolic....When [At the Hawk's Well] and its performance run as smoothly 
as my skill can make them, I shall hope to write another of the same sort and so 
complete a dramatic celebration of the life of Cuchulain planned long ago. 
("Introduction" 151) 
At the Hawk's Well was written under the influence of the Noh so it contains some 
Japanese elements. 
Intrigued by the Japanese theatrical techniques, Yeats borrowed from the Noh 
theater the form but when it came to the subject matter, he still opted for the ancient 
Ireland's warr iorCuchulain , who had graced some of his plays written before his first 
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contact with the Noh. These include On Baile's Strand (1904) and Deirdre (1907). This 
choice was consistent with the author's determination to give Ireland an identity by 
reviving its mythology through art. 
IV. The Target Audience of At the Hawk's Well 
The Four Plays for Dancers, which were a combination of Noh drama and Irish 
mythology, were not at first meant to entertain a large audience. Abhorring the public 
preference for external details, the creation "for [himself] an unpopular theater and an 
audience like a secret society where admission is by favour and never to many" was 
always Yeats's dream (Yeats, Explorations 254). The Four Plays for Dancers were 
supposed to follow "an aristocratic form" that had "no need of mob or press to pay its 
way" (Yeats, "Introduction" 151). In fact, instead of being first staged in a theater with a 
publicly accessible box office, the first performance of At the Hawk's Well took place at 
a private locale: Lady's Cunard's drawing room (Yeats, Variorum 416). 
Some authors, including Beckett, are reluctant to discuss their works. This 
introduction of Yeats's conception of drama and his comments on At the Hawk's Well tell 
us that Yeats is not one of these authors. Yeats did not avoid commenting on his Four 
Plays for Dancers or other works. This makes his plays interesting candidates for a 
reader-response study because his comments raise some important questions about 
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reading. These questions are listed out in the following section. 
“At the Hawk's Well" as a Candidate for a Reader-Response Study 
Yeats ’s comments on his Four Plays for Dancers raise the question of whether the 
readers have to read At the Hawk's Well in the ways the author reads it. The purpose of 
this chapter is to address some of the questions that revolve around this larger question 
about reading. 
I. Does At the Hawk's Well Seem Symbolic and Indirect to All Readers? 
Whether a text is indirect is quite a subjective matter. Someone who comes from a 
culture which values implicitness may find the texts described as indirect by someone 
who is used to explicitness too direct. If there is no absolute directness or indirectness, 
does it mean that Yeats's opinion that At the Hawk's Well is "indirect" and "symbolic" 
may not be universally accepted ("Introduction" 151)? 
II. Does At the Hawk's Well Bring All Readers to the Deep of the Mind? 
To Yeats, art should be sufficiently imaginative to go beyond the reality appealing to 
the sensory systems to the hidden part of reality: 
Our unimaginative arts are content to set a piece of the world as we know it in a 
place by itself, to put their photographs as it were in a plush or a plain frame, but the 
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arts which interest me, while seeming to separate from the world and us a group of 
figures, images, symbols, enable us to pass for a few moments into a deep of the 
mind that had hitherto been too subtle for our habitation. ("Introduction" 154) 
Yeats believed that implicitness can elevate one to the spiritual domain. As Yeats 
described At the Hawk's Well as "indirect" and "symbolic", he seems to believe that it 
can bring one to the deep of the mind ("Introduction" 151). Shall we agree with Yeats 
without hesitation simply because he is the author and conclude that At the Hawk's Well 
is indirect enough to show to every reader the intensity of the mind? 
III. What Happens If Someone Excluded from Yeats's Target Audience Reads At the 
Hawk's Well? 
Yeats set a target audience for his drama for he believed that some people can 
understand his plays better. What he did implies two things: first, he might have 
one/some specific interpretation(s) in his mind and he believed that only those who 
interpret the play in that/those way(s) are suitable audience; second, his belief in the need 
of the selection of audience indicates his acknowledgement of the possibility that some 
people may interpret his works in a way that is different from his. Otherwise, he would 
have no need to select the audience for his works. His act of selecting audience for his 
plays is actually his declaration of who have made the correct interpretation(s). The 
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correct interpretation(s) are actually his own interpretation(s) but does he, the author, 
really possess the authority to determine who the suitable readers of his works are? This 
question brings us back to the question of whether it is possible to derive diverse readings 
from a text. 
IV. Other Questions about Reading 
In addition to the questions about the source of the authority of interpretation, 
Yeats's conception of drama has raised other important questions about reading. First, 
Yeats's At the Hawk's Well is filled with symbols, do these symbols seek to tie down 
meaning to a single interpretation or release the play into a multitude of possibilities? 
Second, with a blend of Japanese and Irish cultures in this play for dancers, to what 
extent must one know Japanese Noh and Irish mythology in order to read and interpret it? 
What happens if someone with a repertoire that has limited information about the 
Japanese Noh and the Irish mythology reads the play? Third, in an authentic Noh play, 
music, dances, gestures, costumes and other elements are supposed to work together to 
create one profound emotion. Following the Noh traditions, Yeats employs some of these 
elements in At the Hawk's Well. As all plays are read as texts in this study, all of these 
elements become indeterminacies that have to be dealt with. Do the abundant 
indeterminacies lead readers to one single interpretation? 
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Being a member of the new generations of readers of English who is situated at a 
remote distance from the cultures and histories At the Hawk's Well refers to, I am 
probably outside Yeats’s intended group of readers. I possess no first-hand experience of 
Noh drama nor have I ever heard of the legend of Cuchulain from any seniors in the way 
that the Irish do; the library is my sole source of knowledge about them. Does it mean 
that someone like me cannot read the play? In this chapter, I will present my reading of 
Yeats’s At the Hawk's Well. I will explain why the symbols in the beginning of this play 
have the potential to create diverse readings and how they can prepare the readers for a 
metaphysical experience. Then, I will explain why the play as a whole may not seem as 
indirect as Yeats described it to be. While presenting my reading of Yeats's play, I will at 
the same time try to address the questions about reading listed above. 
“At the Hawk's Well” as a New Form of Drama 
Before going into the discussion of the play, I should make it clear that At the 
Hawk's Well will not be treated as an authentic Noh play in this study. The Four Plays for 
Dancers have invited quite a number of studies on their authenticity. The results turn out 
to be fairly similar; it is generally agreed that the influence of the Noh theater on the four 
plays is indisputable yet these plays are by no means authentic Noh plays. Masaru Sekine 
and Christopher Murray, for example, said that "[although] the trappings of Noh drama 
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are present, [At the Hawk's Well] is not really a Noh drama" (9). This conclusion should 
not be understood as an embarrassing failure of Yeats since what he at the outset tried to 
do was not to compose authentic Noh plays. Yeats，s words reveal that the Noh drama 
only served as an inspiration for the Four Plays for Dancers. He said that "with the help 
of [the Noh drama]" he had "invented a form of drama" (Yeats, "Introduction" 151). The 
word invented indicates that there was no attempt to make the impression that authentic 
Noh plays were being written. After all, living in the late and early centuries 
when cultural exchange was subject to far more constraints than toady, the information 
available for Yeats was scarce. Lacking the experience of being a spectator of any Noh 
plays before he wrote At the Hawk's Well, Yeats's belief that the Noh drama could bring 
one to the spiritual domain was derived from the reading of the Noh plays available to 
him (Ellmann 217). He could base At the Hawk's Well on mainly the Noh plays 
translated by the then recently passed away non-Japanese scholar, Fenollosa, whose 
proficiency in Japanese has been called into question (Hakutani 23). Ezra Pound, who 
edited Fenollosa's notes and other materials, did not know Japanese. It is suggested that 
Yone Noguchi, a bilingual poet, contributed to Yeats's understanding of this Asian drama 
but what Yeats could obtain from him was only second-hand information (Hakutani 24). 
In view of the author's repertoire and his own description of the play as an invented form, 
At the Hawk's Well will not be regarded as an authentic Noh play in this study. It will be 
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considered as a new form of drama with the Noh drama as a point of departure. 
Ritualistic Beginning Creates a Hypnotic Effect 
At the Hawk's Well begins at "a bare space before a wall against which stands a 
patterned screen (136). Laid close to the screen is a "drum", a "gong" and a "zither" 
(136). Three Musicians with mask-like faces perform a set of actions "slowly" (137) 
including the folding of a "black cloth" (136) while they sing songs that give information 
about the setting and the actions and emotions of other characters, who have yet to enter. 
Many words appearing at the beginning of At the Hawk's Well seem to carry more 
than a literal meaning. They serve as symbols that prevent the reader from settling for the 
literary meaning of words and encourage the readers to search for a second level of 
meanings. To establish this second level of meanings, the reader's imagination is needed. 
In other words, the symbols are indeterminacies, which invite the readers to participate in 
the creation of the literary work. If the ultimate aim of At the Hawk's Well is to allow its 
readers to pass into the "deep of the mind", my view is that it has a promising start 
because the beginning of the play resembles a mysterious ritual in which symbols and 
suggestive movements are found (Yeats, "Introduction" 154). The ritualistic atmosphere 
creates a hypnotic effect, which adds to the play a touch of solemnness that calls for the 
attentiveness required for the access of the metaphysical realm and hence prepares the 
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readers for an experience beyond social realities. I believe that the symbols and other 
elements work together to create a hypnotic effect at the beginning of At the Hawk's Well 
to thrust the readers into an invisible world. Although the symbols and elements interact 
with each other to create this hypnotic effect, they are discussed separately below for the 
sake of clarity. 
I. Setting 
The play sets in "the Irish Heroic Age", an alien period of time which no readers of 
Yeats have lived in (136). It, instead of encouraging the readers to think in terms of only 
physical reality, urges the readers to fill in the indeterminacies revolving the setting with 
their imagination. The activation of their imagination prepares them for a journey to the 
invisible world. 
II. The Musical Instruments 
Music is an indispensable element in most Chinese ritual activities, whether they are 
Taoist, Buddhist or Confucian. The drum, the gong and the zither are three of the 
instruments that are most widely employed in these rituals. The indication of their 
presence prompts speculation that a ritual will be held. This speculation is soon verified 
by the Three Musicians' playing of the instruments, which are not props for decoration 
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but real instruments played to give background music to the play. In other words, the 
three Musicians are the real musicians of the play. It is indicated in the stage direction 
that they take their places against the wall beside "their instruments of music" and then 
"accompany the movements of the players with gong or drum or zither" (137). For 
instance, the Old Man's action is accompanied by the music. He moves as though he is in 
a dream when he first appears. He "stands for a moment motionless by the side of the 
stage with bowed head" (138). Then he "lifts his head at the sound of a drum-top" and 
moves "to the taps of the drum", which is played by one of the three Musicians (138). 
The Musicians wake the Old Man up. Their role as musicians that play music to control 
the other characters creates the impression that they are performing a ritual to summon 
some spirits. 
III. The Folding of a Cloth 
The Musicians' folding of a black cloth "with a gold pattern suggesting a hawk" is a 
symbolic act that enriches the ritualistic atmosphere (137). The Musicians are very 
cautious about their steps. Even the slightest movement is calculated. For example, the 
Second and the Third Musicians move "a little" so that the "cloth and the wall make a 
triangle with the First Musician at the apex supporting the centre" (136). The emphasis 
on their consciousness prevents the illusion that they are acting spontaneously. The lack 
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of spontaneity makes this unconventional way of folding a cloth symbolic. We might then 
suppose that the folding is not the end but a means to an end. It is like the practiced 
symbolic rites that take place in a ritual. 
IV. The Black Cloth as a Symbol 
Like the symbolic objects that are requisite in rituals and in Chinese opera, the black 
cloth with a gold hawk pattern is suggestive but the abstractions it represents are too 
diverse to be pinned down. Readers with different repertoires would have different 
responses to it. The cloth, for instance, could remind one of a flag. The folding of it is 
like the folding of a flag in flag rising and flag lowering ceremonies. This association 
brings to the play the sense of sacredness that prevails in these ceremonies. This 
sacredness can unite people and draw people to a higher spiritual sphere. 
Whether it is good or not, it is undeniable that colors do carry meanings and these 
meanings are cultural specific. Although the Chinese have black eyes and black hair, the 
color black is associated with misfortune, death, danger and other inevitable undesirable 
elements in life in most Chinese communities. The black cloth in this particular context 
could remind one of some mysterious dark power while the gold hawk pattern could 
suggest supremacy since both gold and hawk are associated with power. The combination 
of these elements makes the cloth the flag of some supernatural force, hinting that the 
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Musicians are leading us to the territory of the highest dark power. As the cloth looks like 
a flag, it could also evoke memories of the black flag on the Chinese stage. In the 
Chinese theater, flags are used in an "abstract sense and have a wide range of 
signification" (Siu 28). A black flag is usually used to indicate "a great wind", which is 
believed to be ominous (Siu 28). But whether the cloth is an ominous sign or a flag is of 
secondary importance here; what really matters is that it, like the act of folding, directs 
one's attention to a domain that is beyond the literal significance of the props and the 
gestures. The abstractions that the sequence of practiced actions, the cloth and the other 
items symbolize cannot be fully grasped but these gaps make the whole process even 
more like the ritual in which the messages conveyed are not understood by the 
participants. Rituals can still exert psychological influence on the participants. The 
significance of the symbols in At the Hawk's Well lies in the psychological influence 
they impose on the readers and their poetential to make one go beyond the explicit 
meaning to concentrate on the hidden world. 
V. The Musicians' Songs 
In the song that accompanies the folding of the cloth, the Musicians make overt 
request for the shifting of the focus to the mind: 
I call to the eye of the mind 
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A well long choked up and dry 
And boughs long stripped by the wind, 
And I call to the mind's eye 
Pallor of an ivory face, 
Its lofty dissolute air, 
A man climbing up to a place 
The salt sea wind has swept bare. (136) 
The request for the readers' imagination is made powerful by several writing techniques. 
Firstly, the request is made in the first line of the song, and the play as well so its 
significance is emphasized. Secondly, it is repeated in line four. The repetition reinforces 
the power of the first request. Thirdly, the song is well structured. As Bamet and Cain 
point out, rhythm "has a power of its own"; they can induce "a special effect magically" 
(235-6). Therefore, this song, which has seven to eight syllables in each line and an abab 
rhyme pattern, can lead the readers to the land of imagination. All these writing strategies 
work together to make the song a charm that can help one to forget the physical world. 
The Musicians are like hypnotists, witches and wizards who activate one's imagination 
through summoning up a scene in one's mind in order to push one into a world that is 
seemingly absent. They effectively help one to s ^ the world with the mind but not the 
eyes. 
Li 76 
VI. The Faces Made up to Resemble Masks 
The three Musicians' faces are "made up to resemble masks" (136). Although how 
they exactly look is not specified in the play, one can be quite sure that they wear a lot of 
make-up because their faces would otherwise not be compared to masks. One thing that 
cosmetics do is to change one's appearance by veiling the natural face. When make-up is 
so excessively applied to make the face look like a mask, the naturalness of the human 
face is almost gone. The face is an essential source of information about one's identity. 
With their faces nearly hidden, the identities conveyed by the natural faces recede into the 
background; what stand out are the new looks, in other words the new identities created 
by the make-up. The existence of two identities in their bodies suggests that they are 
being possessed by some otherworldly creatures. The opposites in them show that they 
are in the gap between the human world and the supernatural world. They are like the 
possessed wizards, who bridge the gap between the different worlds. Their presence 
implies the presence of the supernatural force and urges one to sense the world with the 
mind so as to get closer to the higher power. 
VII. The Masked Characters 
As it has been mentioned before, the three Musicians perform some mysterious 
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actions as if they are summoning some spirits. They sing songs and make speeches in the 
way that wizards recite spells. Then they talk about an old man and there comes the Old 
Man, who "enters through the audience" (138). Following the Old Man is the Young Man, 
who also enters "through the audience" (139). If the three Musicians are summoning 
some spirits, the spirits summoned are the Old Man and the Young Man. 
Unlike the three Musicians, who have faces made up to resemble masks, these two 
men wear real masks. One of the differences between a heavily made-up face and a mask 
is that traces of the natural human facial expression can still be spotted over the whole 
made-up face but on a face covered by a mask, at least part of it, depending on the size of 
the mask, gives no sign of human naturalness. Despite this, it is not impossible to express 
emotions through a mask. A mask can communicate a lot. As Yeats points out in his note: 
In poetical painting and in sculpture the face seems the nobler for lacking 
curiosity, alert attention, all that we sum up under the famous word of realists 
'vitality.' It is even possible that being is only possessed completely by the dead, 
and that it is some knowledge of this that makes us gaze with so much emotion 
upon the face of the Sphinx or Buddha. ("Introduction" 155) 
Though the facial expression on the mask is fixed, it can convey "profound emotions" 
and lead one to the imaginary universe (Yeats, Variorum 416). 
Yeats believed that the mask can express more than one emotion. The emotions it 
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conveys are dependent on the design of the mask but no matter what the mask is like, it 
would probably create one emotion: horror. 
The face of the Buddha is similar to a mask, but the Buddha as a whole can by no 
means be compared to a wearer of a mask. The reason is that the Buddha does not wear a 
mask. The act of wearing masks implies disguise and dishonesty, which could produce 
horror, anxiety and suspicion because the possibility that the masks are worn to hide the 
faces for some mischievous purposes creates unease. Also, "masks are frightening, partly 
because they eliminate the little facial signals and signs of normal, manageable 
humanity" (Leeming 52). Since one's facial expression is completely motionless only 
when one is dead, the mask-wearer, who has a face of a corpse but a body of a living man, 
reminds one of a moving deceased body. It is appalling. The horror evoked by the 
mask-wearing Old Man and Young Man enhances the ritualistic atmosphere created by 
the three Musicians because their masks relate them to death and make them appear as 
spirits summoned up by the Musicians. 
The different elements that play a role in the creation of a ritualistic atmosphere at 
the beginning of the play are discussed separately above merely for the sake of clarity. 
They are indeed interrelated elements that work together to give the impression that a 
ritual is proceeding and hence to allow the readers to break away from the temporal and 
spatial realities to enter the metaphysical domain. The beginning of the play has the 
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potential to bring one to the deep of the mind but there is one detail which undermines 
the hypnotic effect built up. 
It is mentioned in the play that Yeats had to make a decision concerning the lighting. 
He had to choose between "two lanterns" and “a large chandelier" and he finally opted 
for the chandelier for a practical reason: the lanterns "did not give enough light" (136). 
The problem about lighting has to be solved but replacing the lanterns with a large 
chandelier might not be the ideal way to deal with the problem for the chandelier seems 
incongruous to the tone of the beginning of the play while the lanterns agree to the 
general mood. Compared with the lanterns, the chandelier is a rather modem invention. It 
is not that a ritual cannot be performed in a modem setting but the lanterns would be 
more appropriate in this particular context since the other props entail no sense of 
modernity. Also, the lantern suggests darkness. For example, in the Chinese theater, "[an] 
actor carrying a lantern indicates to the audience that it is night" (Siu 29). The darkness 
implied by the lanterns can intensify the mysterious atmosphere and draw one away from 
the physical world. 
A Change in the Atmosphere 
Yeats disliked the theater that always "[seeks] not to feel and to imagine but to 
understand and see" (Explorations 257). Despite the chandelier, the beginning of the play 
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is highly symbolic and it can urge the readers to feel and imagine. Therefore, the 
beginning is quite close to what Yeats would like to create. However, there is a change in 
the mood upon the introduction of the Old Man into the play. 
There are two events in At the Hawk's Well: one is the ritual performed by the three 
Musicians; the other one is the Old Man's and the Young Man's quest for immortality. 
Although both the ritual and the quest for immortality can exist by themselves, the two 
i 
parts are interrelated and they intersect with each other throughout the play. The three 
I 
Musicians are like three storytellers who present to the readers the story about the Old 
Man's and the Young Man's quest for immortality. These three Musicians are not 
involved in the quest; they serve as intrusive narrators, who interrupt the two men's story 
once in a while to provide information about the setting and the two men's thoughts. 
Sometimes they will comment on the actions taking place in the quest. In most literary 
works, it is the intrusive narrator who disrupts the mood built up in the main story and 
draws readers out from the imaginative world, but the situation in At the Hawk's Well is a 
bit different. In this play, a ritualistic atmosphere is created by the Musicians, the 
intrusive narrators, at the beginning of the play. This atmosphere is then undermined by 
both the Musicians themselves and the characters of the main story. 
According to A Vision, Yeats perceives the universe as a synthesis of opposites and 
he believes that there are continual conflicts in the universe. He believes that even man is 
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made up of opposites that intersect and struggle against each other. At the Hawk's Well 
seems to be written under the influence of this idea because elements in this play can 
easily be categorized into different binary oppositions: young man/old man, woman/man, 
animal/human, mortal/immortal, dream/reality, artificiality/naturalness, absence/presence, 
and so on. Binary oppositions can create conflicts in one's mind and conflicts can create 
complex feelings. If binary oppositions in a play are developed to lead the readers to 
sense the intense emotions caused by the conflicts brought by oppositions, the play will 
probably have a psychological depth and it will be a drama of the interior. The beginning 
of At the Hawk's Well heads in this direction; however, the later part of the play does not 
seem to move along the same track. Instead of drawing one's attention to the internal 
struggles of the characters, the conflicts seem only able to direct the readers' focus to plot 
development that distracts one from the concentration of the mind. Since conflicts are 
potential mood enhancers, I shall owe the distraction to the treatments of the conflicts 
instead of the conflicts themselves. In my opinion, the problem is that Yeats did 
something that he accused his contemporaries of doing: making too many direct 
statements in an art work. 
Yeats claimed that he disliked explicitness. In a letter for Lady Gregory, he said: "I 
desire mysterious art, always reminding and half-reminding those who understand it of 
dearly loved things, doing its work by suggestion, not by direct statement" (Yeats, 
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Explorations 255). Since he described At the Hawk's Well as "indirect and symbolic", he 
seemed to regard it as a play that had reached his standard. However, does At the Hawk's 
Well appear to be indirect and symbolic to all readers? Despite the author's comments, I 
think the language of At the Hawk's Well still sounds too explicit because overt 
statements of the characters' thoughts are all over the place. 
The job of the three Musicians does not finish at the point when the main story 
begins. They intrude in the story for various purposes. One thing that they do is to 
describe the thoughts that come to the two men's minds. For example, they put the Old 
Man's thoughts into words: 
BOTH MUSICIANS, [singing]. 
‘Why should I sleep?' the heart cries, 
'For the wind, the salt wind, the sea wind, 
Is beating a cloud through the skies; 
I would wander always like the wind.' (138) 
The Old Man is experiencing a conflict between the body and the mind. To attain 
immortality, he has to drink the water of the well but this well, the source of longevity, 
splashes only when he has fallen asleep. Being a mortal, he can never resist the 
temptation of physical comfort so he misses the splashes time and again and has waited at 
the well for fifty years. This old man has great zeal but a weak body. The irony of his 
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story lies in the fact that only an immortal needs no sleep and can be wide awake when 
the water comes. That means he has fallen into a trap. He has to become an immortal first 
if he wants to overcome the physical need to gain access to the water. It is not the Old 
Man's fruitless waiting for the "miraculous water" that is of interest here but the remarks 
about the Old Man's plight caused by this conflict between the mind and the body (139). 
The conflict has the potential to activate the readers' imagination and invite the 
readers to enter the Old Man's mind to feel the torment he has. However, with the 
Musicians as his spokesmen, the complexity of his mind is reduced to emotional cries: 
"Why should I sleep" and “ 0 wind, O salt wind, O sea wind!...it's time to sleep" (138). 
The Musicians utter these lines as if they believe that these grammatically correct and 
syntactically accurate exclamations can indicate the complex feelings caused by the 
mind-and-body conflict which results in fifty years of waiting. These cries neither show 
the fluidity of the human mind nor the helpless situation that the Old Man is trapped in. 
The attempt to expose the characters' minds through direct statements to a certain extent 
spoils the ritualistic atmosphere built up at the beginning of the play. It adds to the play a 
sense of simplicity instead of a psychological depth. 
The explicitness of the play does not only come from the Musicians' endeavor to 
expose the two men's inner thoughts, but also the men's own attempts to express how 
they feel. For example, the Old Man tries to translate his feelings towards his conflict 
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with the Guardian of the Well into words in the following speech. Although the "you" 
refers to the Guardian, the speech is more like a soliloquy because he is not engaged in a 
conversation with anyone when the speech is made. 
OLD MAN. [speaking]. Why don't you speak to me? Why don't you say: 
‘Are you not weary gathering those sticks? 
Are not your fingers cold?' You have not one word, 
While yesterday you spoke three times. You said: 
'The well is full of hazel leaves.' You said: 
'The wind is from the west.'And after that: 
‘If there is rain it's likely there'll be mud.' 
To-day you are as stupid as a fish 
No, worse, worse, being less lively and as dumb. [He goes nearer. 
Your eyes are dazed and heavy. If the Sidhe 
Must have a guardian to clean out the well 
And drive the cattle off, they might choose somebody 
That can be pleasant and companionable 
Once in a day. Why do you stare like that? 
You had that glassy look about the eyes 
Last time it happened. Do you know anything? 
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It is enough to drive an old man crazy 
To look all day upon these broken rocks, 
And speak and get no answer. (139) 
According to M. H. Abrams, soliloquy is a "convenient way to convey information about 
a character's motives and state of mind" (289). It is a convenient way to convey 
information because the characters' thoughts are plainly said. This plainness could be a 
good thing for it could let readers have a glimpse of the characters' minds; however, on 
the other hand, it could be devastating because it simplifies the inner intensity of the mind 
a great deal. Leaving the inner thoughts unsaid might be a better approach in this context 
because silence engenders possibilities. Explicitness makes things too concrete and 
undermines the imaginative flexibility. In this particular context, an indication of the 
existence of undercurrents might have been more powerful than the eruptions of 
thoughts. 
Apart from the content of their speech, their manner of expression also prevents one 
from entering the deep of the mind. The thoughts of the Old Man spoken by the 
Musicians sound too melodramatic. They say: “ 0 wind, O salt wind, O sea wind!' (138). 
Also, the Old Man himself remains passionate throughout the play. Quoted below is only 
one of his passionate exclamations: 
OLD MAN. And do you [Young Man] think so great a gift is found 
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By no more toil than spreading out a sail, 
And climbing a steep hill? 0，folly of youth, 
Why should that hollow place fill up for you, 
That will not fill for me? I have lain in wait 
For more than fifty years, to find it empty, 
Or but to find the stupid wind of the sea 
Drive round the perishable leaves. (140) 
The Os in their speech shows the intense emotion they feel. The intensity of emotion in 
the Old Man's speech is increased by the rhetorical questions. However, these all cannot 
show the intensity of the mind but only the intense emotion one feels at a particular 
moment. To show the subtle mental pain one suffers, calmness instead of passion is 
needed. A moment of silence could be a more effective means than the incessant 
histrionic complaints. 
The ritualistic atmosphere created by the Musicians at the beginning of the play 
evaporate gradually. One of the reasons may be that the Musicians are too direct; they try 
to reveal the thoughts of the two men. However, near the end of the play, the Musicians 
do not tell what exactly the Young Man loses as a consequence of his alliance with the 
Guardian: 
MUSICIANS. He has lost what may not be found 
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Till men heap his burial-mound 
And all the history ends. 
He might have lived at his ease, 
And old dog's head on his knees, 
Among his children and friends. (143) 
Although they do not specify what the Young Man has lost, they are still too direct here 
for they make it clear that something is lost. The implicitness still sounds too explicit. 
Perhaps the loss would exert a greater psychological effect on the readers if it is 
suggested but not told by the Musicians. Also, before this speech, the omniscient 
Musicians have acted as though they would elucidate whatever they know. Their change 
at this point of the play is hence quite an abrupt one. Instead of bringing to the play a last 
touch of the atmosphere that can bring one to the imaginative world, the explicit 
indirectness draws one further from the imaginative world to have a down-to-earth 
contemplation of whether the author's arrangement is appropriate. 
Conclusion 
To a person like me bom and raised in a Westernized Chinese community in which 
the traditional Chinese idea of implicitness is still valued, At the Hawk's Well, which is 
described as an "indirect" play by the author, still seems too direct (Yeats, "Introduction" 
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151). The ritualistic atmosphere created at the beginning of the play paves the way for the 
readers' deeper understanding of the mind. However, this atmosphere is spoiled by the 
directness that grows more and more overwhelming as the story of the two men's quest 
for immortality unfolds. I think it eliminates the space for imagination and hinders the 
readers from passing through the conflicts in the play to the emotions caused by the 
conflicts, preventing the readers to cross the threshold to enter the deep of the mind. 
My reading of the play is different from Yeats's, does it mean that it is invalid? This 
brings us back to the question raised at the very beginning of this chapter: do we have to 
read a text in the ways the author reads it? To respond to this question, I would borrow 
the reader-response idea and say that the author's interpretation is not the only possible 
way of reading a text. A reader who interprets a text in a way that is different from the 
author's is not necessarily wrong. If the author and the reader do not share the same 
interpretive strategies, they will read a text in different ways. It does not mean that one of 
them is wrong. Just like what Iser says: "When ... men take sides, it is not necessarily the 
case that one group is right and the other wrong" ("Talk like Whales" 82). A text can 
generate diverse readings. The readers can produce different but valid interpretations. 
Differences in interpretations are the results of discrepant ways to fill in the 
indeterminacies in a text. Symbol is a kind of indeterminacy, which invites the readers to 
fill in in his own way(s). A symbol implies a level of meanings beyond the denotation of 
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a word. As the second level of meanings is beyond the conventional way of using a word 
as stated in the dictionary, readers have the freedom to interpret the symbols in the text. 
Readers in different interpretive communities would interpret the symbols in different 
ways. In other words, symbol does not tie down meaning to a single interpretation; 
instead, like other indeterminacies in a text, it engenders possibilities. 
To answer the question of whether someone with limited knowledge about Irish and 
Japanese cultures can enjoy At the Hawk's Well, I would side with Katharine Worth, who 
believes that there is “no need, really, for the rather widespread feeling that [Yeats's] 
plays cannot be appreciated without a great deal of special knowledge" (158). It is 
because with sufficient guidance in the text, indeterminacies in a text can be bridged by 
the readers. However, is it true that all gaps can be bridged by the readers? Will freedom 
given to the readers turn into a hindrance to the reading of a text? I will deal with the 




According to the reader-response critics, besides the text, the reader also contributes 
to the creation of the literary work. What invites the participation of the reader in the 
creation process is the indeterminate, which punctuates the consistency-building process 
and encourages the reader to bridge the fragments with their imagination. While filling in 
the gaps, the reader brings his own ideas into the text. As a result, a variety of different 
but valid interpretations that have traces of the reader's disposition, cultural heritage, 
educational background and so forth are actualized. With reader-response ideas as a 
framework, I approach Beckett's Waiting for Godot and Yeats's At the Hawk's Well in 
Chapter One and Two respectively to ask the question of whether putting these two plays 
in a different context might engender a reading of the plays that has perhaps not yet been 
suggested. In the chapter on Beckett, Waiting for Godot, which is generally accepted as 
an absurdist play in Western culture, is read as a play that is not necessarily absurdist. 
This is to show that the dominant interpretations suggested by the critics do not have to 
be taken as the only possible interpretations of a text. At the Hawk's Well is studied in 
Chapter Two, which focuses on the question of whether the reader has to read a text in 
the way that the author reads it. Yeats believes that At the Hawk's Well is a "symbolic" 
and "indirect" ("Introduction" 151) play that can manifest the "deep of the mind" 
("Introduction" 154). However, in the chapter on Yeats, I present another reading through 
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which I propose the idea that differences in variant aspects among the readers will give 
rise to diverse understanding of words like symbolic and indirect： therefore, not all 
readers will see At the Hawk's Well as symbolic and indirect as Yeats does. In other 
words, the author's interpretation of the text is not the only possibility but is only one of 
the many possibilities. This practical reading of Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's 
Well is an example which illustrates the polysemic nature of the text. So far I have 
highlighted the main points of the previous chapters; I am now going to move on to draw 
out some of the implications of the discussion. 
Indeterminacies and Life Span of a Text 
Were there no indeterminacies in Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's Well, variant 
interpretations of these works, as discussed in Chapter One and Two, would be 
impossible. The indeterminate encourages the active participation of the readers in the 
production of the literary work. It prevents the existence of a definite interpretation by 
allowing the ceaseless changes in reality and the readers to bring the renewal of 
interpretations. With the indeterminacies, new experiences can be obtained through 
rereading a book; texts written a long time ago can still seem interesting to readers today. 
As the flexibility brought by the indeterminate lets readers with repertoires formed in 
different cultures and historical periods make sense of a text, we can say that it can 
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increase the adaptability of the text and extend the life span of it. 
A text with more indeterminacies is more flexible but does this mean that a text with 
a greater number of indeterminacies must have a greater ability to change with time and 
have the longest life span? If it is the case, why are not notepads, which contain no words 
at all, sold as classics in bookstores around the world? Why do not they enjoy longevity? 
Blank sheets of paper provide unlimited space for imagination; they embody abundant 
possibilities of new experiences but they are not regarded as classics. The reason is that 
the possibility of new experiences is not the same as the actual existence of new 
experiences. According to reader-response theorists, the reader is indispensable in the 
creation of a literary work; a text that provides unlimited space for imagination will not 
be able to transcend time if it is not read by the readers. There could be some people, 
perhaps some monks of Eastern religions, who can meditate and attain enlightenment 
with the help of wordless books but the majority of people seem to prefer books with at 
least some words because without being put in a context, the lack of guidance could make 
a wordless book too enigmatic to read. Reading is a process of "directed creation" (Sartre 
1339). Readers are likely to get lost in wordless books and may be unable to take 
advantage of the freedom provided to create an interpretation or derive an experience that 
is meaningful to them. If the readers can derive nothing interesting from a text, they will 
discard it and turn to other texts. Therefore, the potential of the creation of new 
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experiences, however high it is, can never be realized if the readers do not receive 
sufficient guidance to make sense of the text. As the texts with the highest number of 
indeterminacies are not the ones that most readers would like to read or reread, they are 
not the ones that can transcend time. 
A small number of indeterminacies will reduce the possibility of diverse 
interpretations but a large number of indeterminacies will create problems in reading. 
Then, what is the optimum number of indeterminacies in a text? Like the answer to the 
question of whether there exists a gap in a text, the answer to this question depends on the 
answerer's cultural background, education, disposition and so on. There is not an 
optimum number of indeterminacies that can make sure that all readers, whatever their 
identities are, will be satisfied with. No exact number of indeterminacies can guarantee 
incessant new experiences. In other words, there is no correlation between the absolute 
number of indeterminacies in a text and the length of its life span. 
Balance Determines Life Span of the Text 
The absolute number of indeterminacies is not the critical factor that influences the 
life span of a text. What matteis more might be whether the determinate and the 
indeterminate are combined in such a way that gives sufficient guidance and freedom to 
the readers so that the readers can continue to obtain new experiences from reading the 
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text without getting lost. The optimum combination of the indeterminate and the 
determinate is again a subjective matter; it is impossible to arrive at a combination that 
appeals to every reader, as readers differ in one way or another. Therefore, the books that 
one reader will reread might not be the same as the ones that another reader will do. 
There is no one ideal combination that prevents all readers from losing interest in a text. 
Yet I believe that in some texts, the determinacies and indeterminacies are combined in a 
way that allows more readers to observe interesting elements in them and these texts are 
the ones that have longer life span. Beckett's Waiting for Godot and Yeats's At the 
Hawk's Well are two texts of this sort because despite the fact that they have been written 
for more than and about half a century respectively, they are still read，at least by some 
readers, today. 
I. Waiting for Godot versus At the Hawk's Well 
The balance of the indeterminate and the determinate can be explained by examples 
from Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's Well. 
Although whether there exists an indeterminacy or not is a subjective matter, it is 
possible for the author to increase the chance of the reader's observation of an 
indeterminacy at a certain point of the text. The text, which gives guidance, is written by 
the author. That means the author can to a certain extent control the readers' reading of a 
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text. He, for example, can employ symbols in the text to increase the indeterminacies that 
the readers would find. Beckett has deliberately juxtaposed silences in the forms of pause, 
ellipse, hesitation, digression, lack of response, reticence, deafness, dumbness, 
inarticulateness and absence with words to create a determinate-indeterminate 
combination that can effectively generate new reading experiences. For instance, he does 
not specify the emotions of his characters; he suggests them with ellipses instead in the 
following speech so that it can remind the readers of "the psychological pain that is too 
cruel to speak of’ (Key 120). 
POZZO. (Groaning, clutching his head). I can't bear it...any longer...the way he 
goes on...you've no idea...it's terrible...he must go...(he waves his 
arms)...I'm going mad...(he collapses, his head in his hands)...I can't 
bear it.. .any longer.. .(1.34) 
These gaps existing in the form of silence imply the mental suffering that is beyond 
words. They allow the readers to imagine Pozzo's suffering. The given and the 
determinate here give the readers guidance, showing them that Pozzo is suffering. The 
indeterminacies give the readers space to imagine how painful Pozzo is. Waiting for 
Godot is filled with silences in different forms; they work with the given and the 
determinate to lead the readers to enter the imaginative world to experience the invisible 
part of life. With the large amount of silences, readers are invited to pause to think, to 
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respond and to participate actively in the creation of the literary work. 
Yeats pursues a drama of the interior but the Musicians, who attempt to summarize 
the supposed complex thoughts and intense feelings of the characters in the play, seem to 
have undermined the psychological effects brought by the symbols in the play. In At the 
Hawk's Well, the emotions of the characters are told instead of hinted at. The explicitness 
of the articulate Musicians is overwhelming. The confession of thoughts cannot lead the 
readers to imagine or experience the emotions of the characters. The various sections 
about the characters' thoughts and emotions, which together make up a large portion of 
the whole work, are too concrete whereas some parts of the play appear to be too abstract. 
For instance, no guidance is given to guide the readers to imagine how the dances, the 
music, the masks and the costumes are like. As a result, these elements, which have the 
potential to alter the atmosphere of the play entirely, are not able to take their full effects. 
In short, neither can a work with no directions to readers or one that is too explicit 
can yield interesting reading experience. 
The Significance of the Critics 
There can be different but valid interpretations but we should not underestimate the 
influence of critics on the general readers' reading process. As mentioned in the 
Introduction, reading is not entirely based on one's idiosyncrasies. Interpretation is to a 
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certain extent socially constructed because what takes place in society will enter the 
readers' repertoires and affect their attitudes towards a text. Being experts in literature, 
the critics' repertoires are more enriched with literary information than the general 
readers'. Many readers would, therefore, like to listen to their views on the literary work; 
furthermore, their ideas are recorded and can reach the readers through various channels. 
These interpretations of the critics can impinge on the readers' interpretations of a text. 
What is suggested here is that the reorganization of the general readers' interpretations 
does not imply that critics are superfluous. The critics can enrich the general readers' 
repertoires and give them a point of departure. Under reader-response criticism, the 
critics still play a significant role in the interpretation of the text; only the role they play 
is different. We still need the critics but we have to keep in mind that first, the critics' 
interpretations of a text are not the only possible interpretations; second, the role of the 
critics is not to judge which interpretations are acceptable; third, there is not a 
ready-made truth buried in the text, so unearthing a truth in the text is not one of the tasks 
the critics perform. 
The Range of Interpretation 
If the text is polysemic but interpretation is not arbitrary, there should be, as Iser said, 
a range of interpretation. If there is a range, there must be some interpretations that are 
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outside this range. Then, who is to draw the boundary? The author? The critic? The 
reader? My view is that none of them have the sole authority to decide which 
interpretations are within the range but all of them play a role in the discussion of 
whether an interpretation is valid and hence all of them contribute to the formation of this 
range. The idea is that this range is a result of joint efforts. It is a fluid range that does not 
have a definite boundary. Through discussions and negotiations, some members are 
expelled from this group and some are welcomed as new members. Invalid 
interpretations today could become valid tomorrow. 
With the existence of indeterminacies, a text can generate diverse interpretations. 
What is presented here is not a finalized interpretation, which may be something 
impossible. Any reading presented is the reader's views on a text at a specific period of 
his life. The conclusion at one point will enter his repertoire and influence his next 
reading of the same text and other texts. In other words, the reader is to a certain extent 
altered and the he who reads a text now is not the same as the he who reads the same text 
the next moment. Although the reader's interpretation of a text may not change 
dramatically if he rereads a text immediately after his first reading, the possibility that he 
will fill in the indeterminacies of the text in a different way if he approaches the text later 
in his life when his repertoire has changed cannot be ruled out. 
The interpretations of Waiting for Godot and At the Hawk's Well suggested in this 
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project are only two possible interpretations of the texts. The purpose of this thesis is not 
to argue that these two readings are better than the others but to show that there is not a 
single interpretation embodied in a text; how a text is read is controlled by the 
information provided in the text and the reader's repertoire. What I attempt to do is to 




1 See Wolfgang Iser, The Range of Interpretation (Taipei: Institute of European and 
American Studies, Academia Sinica, 2000). And Timothy Weiss, Translating 
Orients: Between Ideology and Utopia (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004). 
Iser discusses the concept of register in his book; he maintains that "[wjhenever we 
interpret something, we translate it into another register" (240). Weiss develops this 
concept of interpretive register further with reference to Buddhism in his book. He 
believes that translation "attempts to make sense of something and in making sense 
it sheds old identity and makes new identity" (205). He is convinced that we can 
become more "mindful" through translation (205). 
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